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Unit 5 School District is a vivid reflection of the cultural diversity that exists within 

Bloomington-Normal.  Most people recognize that a variety of ethnicities and cultures are 

represented within the District but few people realize that 52 different languages are spoken by 

Unit 5 students.  For 12% of Unit 5 students, English is not the primary language spoken. About 

one third of those students speak Spanish.  Unit 5 has a large Indian population with at least 16 

different Indian regional languages being spoken by our students and families.  Many of our ELL 

(English language learners) students speak French Congolese and this dialect seems to be 

growing within our community.   

It is vital that children and families for whom English is not the primary language feel welcome, 

included, engaged, and valued within their child’s school and the school district.  As a district we 

have to ask ourselves if we are doing everything possible to ensure that families and students are 

given every opportunity to achieve and succeed.  For our non-English speaking families and our 

English Language Learners and English as a Second Language (ESL) students, we have to 

carefully consider if information is presented in a meaningful way and if options and solutions 

are in place to address potential communication issues.  

During our research, committee members visited classrooms within the Unit 5 ESL program.  

One classroom contained students from 12 countries with most speaking little or no English.  

The teacher in the classroom spoke only English so students with higher English proficiency 

served as translators for other students. 

This observation opportunity proved to be an enlightening experience for our committee 

members as we did not realize there were so many students in the district who were not 

proficient in the English language.  It made us realize that there is much work to be done to 

ensure that these students are supported throughout their education. 

Much of our research focused on the Hispanic community but we feel it is applicable to other 

ethnicities and the findings and recommendations can be transferred to a variety of ethnic 

groups. 

In 2009, Hispanic and Latino Community Study, a study regarding the needs of the Hispanic 

population of Bloomington-Normal, was released by The Hispanic Families Work Group 

(HFWG, now Conexiones Latinas). Though the study addresses five issues pertaining to the 

Spanish-speaking population of Bloomington and Normal (education, housing, health, social 

services, and employment), its findings regarding education are extremely beneficial in 

understanding the situation of all non-native English speakers in Unit 5 School District. It 

discusses the concerns of parents regarding their children stating that parents recognize that their 

children attend quality schools, but they also recognize that for their particular community, the 

non-native English speaking community, many problems remain.  
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Before addressing any of the concerns and making any recommendations, Bliss explained, “to be 

successful in reaching out to Latinos you must first know and understand the Latino community 

and second build infrastructure to work to accommodate their needs. Most importantly, any 

outreach efforts need to be built on trust and reputation” (2009, p. 5).  

 

Other factors which impede the positive participation of parents is described by M. Beatriz Arias 

and Milagros Morillo-Campbell in their 2008 handbook, Promoting ELL Parental Involvement.” 

Arias and Morillo-Campbell explain that the primary barriers to parental involvement are 

 

(1) school-based barriers  

(2) lack of English language proficiency  

(3) parental educational level 

(4) disjunctures between school culture and home culture 

(5) logistical issues. (p.8) 

 

In order to address both trust issues and the primary concerns of the community, the Hispanic 

and Latino Community Study made five recommendations. The first applies specifically to Unit 

5: “Create a taskforce of Latino students and parents to address education issues” (p. 5). 

However, since Unit 5’s responsibility applies to all students within the boundaries, a task force 

addressing the concerns of non-native speakers of English should include members of the 

different language and cultural communities:  Latinos, Congolese, Indian, and others. A task 

force would be able to identify “school-based barriers” and “disjuncture between school culture 

and home culture” as well as clear up “logistical issues.”  

 

Ideally, the task force would include representatives of the school board, Latino, Congolese, 

Indian, and other language parents and, potentially, high school students, as well as of the multi-

cultural community as a whole. Marcos Mendez, the current president of Conexiones Latinas, 

indicates his group’s willingness to participate in the task force. Other community 

representatives could be invited from the McLean Country India Association and One Heart for 

Congo. English Language Learner parents could be invited from elementary, middle, and high 

schools. Meeting quarterly, with additional meetings as needed, the group could provide the 

district with a diverse sounding board for issues regarding English as a Second Language 

instruction and cultural awareness.  

 

Although certainly not a requirement, there may be other stakeholders that could serve on or in 

concert with the representatives of the task force as well. In particular, bringing State Farm into 

the conversation might be productive for ELL families, the schools and the company. Given the 

level of diversity within the company, navigating the concerns of non-native speakers, 

particularly the differing cultural practices and expectations, could help to alleviate tensions and 

enhance the sense of open communication among all the concerned parties.  
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The 2009 Hispanic and Latino Community Study makes six recommendations regarding the 

education of the Latino population, and by extension all members of the ELL community, five of 

which could be addressed by a district ELL task force. 

 
1. Increase ESL support at the high school level (schools) 

2. Provide tutoring and mentoring support outside of school (schools and non-profits) 

3. Disseminate facts and information on college and financial aid (schools, colleges) 

4. Implement programs in schools in which students can see and talk with 

successful Latinos (schools, non-profits) 

5. Make sure the curriculum matches the culture so that students can succeed (schools) 

6. Help professional immigrants get U.S.certification so that they can teach, 

practice medicine, law, etc. (non-profits) (13) 

The task force, then, would be able to address the first five ideas as well as assist Unit 5 in 

understanding the concerns of the community and increase the understanding of the different 

cultural identities. Mary Castañuela, from Educational Service Center Region 15, a support 

service for Texan school districts, explains that understanding the cultural as well as lingual 

differences of the students helps schools better engage with parents. In fact, the Dutch scholars, 

Eddie Denessen, Joep Bakker, and Marieke Gierveld, ask, “Should schools expect parents to 

comply with the schools’ expectations and culture, or should the schools take parents’ 

expectations and culture into account?” Thus, a task force would be able to improve parental 

involvement, improve the cultural climate of the district, increase student learning, and offer the 

members of the community the opportunity to participate in their children’s education.  

 

In fact, Joyce Epstein, the Director of the Center on School, Family, and Community 

Partnerships at the Johns Hopkins University, identified six types of parental involvement: 

parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating 

with the community. An ELL task force would especially enable the last two of these types: 

decision making and collaborating with the community. According to the National Network of 

Partnership Schools, decision making means, “Includ[ing] families as participants in school 

decisions, governance, and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school councils, committees, and other 

parent organizations,” while collaborating with the community means, “Coordinat[ing] resources 

and services for families, students, and the school with businesses, agencies, and other groups, 

and provide services to the community.” In addition, the task force could advise on volunteer 

possibilities that could raise the visibility and reputation of the schools and school board in areas 

of the community with a high ELL population.  

 

Numerous communities have integrated task forces to help mediate the education of English as a 

Second Language students (ESL) or English Language Learners (ELL). Arizona’s Board of 

Education has a state-wide task force to address the general concerns of the ESL community. 

They discuss the implementation of teaching models, testing, etc. (Arizona). Likewise, Indiana’s 

state-wide ESL Task Force discusses the state-wide status of ESL programs as well as sponsors 

an ESL conference and highlights individual students (Indiana). Moving the task force from the 

state to the local district allows it to focus more on the specific needs of the district. 
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Recommendations: 

 

Our group spoke with ELL parents and spent a great deal of time brainstorming how to help our 

non-English speaking students and families feel welcome within the District and schools and 

also how to support students so they achieve and succeed both academically and socially.    

 

 Parents should be made aware of community outreach programs such as Conexiones 

Latinas, McLean Country India Association, and One Heart for Congo so that families 

can use them as resources.  It may also be beneficial for the District to ask for parents’ 

permission to share their contact information with the appropriate organization so that a 

representative may contact them rather than the parent contacting the organization.  

 

 When parents improve their English language proficiency they are better equipped to 

advocate for their children.  Heartland Community College offers free adult English 

education classes every month at Cedar Ridge Elementary.  It may be beneficial for the 

District to use high school students, possibly those enrolled in early childcare courses, to 

provide childcare during the classes to encourage both parents to attend the English 

classes.  We also feel that the classes need to be better publicized by sending information 

home to individual families who may benefit from the service.   

 

 While the District currently uses translators from Western Avenue, our group thought it 

might be prudent to use parents as potential translators when appropriate.  This could be 

included as a volunteer opportunity option at the time of registration when parents 

identify areas in which they are willing to volunteer at school throughout the year.  

Translation services can include documents, assisting in emergency situations, providing 

support during parent/teacher meetings, tutoring, etc.             

  

 Each school can create culture based community groups that focus on the importance of 

education. This group should leverage all cultures and be used to help educate parents on 

the importance of education.                          

  

 Consider having informational meetings in one location based on languages rather than 

by school so that all information is delivered in each group’s native language and 

supported in English.                                                                       

  

 Cultural Fairs can be hosted at each school to help educate all families about the culture, 

language, foods, etc. of each of the ethnicities represented at their child’s school.   
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       UNIT 5 ESL (English as a Second Language ) STUDENTS  
 

     

Language Number of Students 
   

AFRIKAANS (TAAL) 2 

AKAN (FANTE, ASANTE) 1 

ALBANIAN, GHEG 3 

ALBANIAN, TOSK 3 

AMHARIC 7 

ARABIC 38 

BENGALI  12 

BURMESE 1 

CANTONESE 5 

CHINESE 14 

FARSI (PERSIAN) 7 

FINNISH 1 

FRENCH 71 

GERMAN 2 

GUJARATI 51 

HAITIAN-CREOLE 1 

HINDI 70 
   

IBO/IGBO 1 
   

INDONESIAN 2 
   

ITALIAN 2 
   

JAPANESE 13 
   

KANNADA (KANARESE) 19 
   

KANURI 1 
   

KASHMIRI 1 
   

KONKANI 1 
   

KOREAN 12 
   

MALAYALAM 25 
   

MANDARIN (CHINESE) 47 
   

MANDINGO (MANDINKA) 1 
   

MARATHI 45 
   

NEPALI 2 
   

ORIYA 9 
   

PANJABI (PUNJABI) 7 
   

PILIPINO-TAGALOG 18 
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PORTUGUESE 2 
   

ROMANIAN 2 
   

RUSSIAN 5 
   

SAMOAN 1 
   

SERBIAN 1 
   

SHONA 2 
   

SOURASHTRA (SAURASHTRA) 3 
   

SPANISH 528 
   

SWAHILI 1 
   

TAMIL 112 
   

TELUGU (TELEGU) 353 
   

THAI 1 
   

TULUAU 1 
   

TURKISH 10 
   

URDU 76 
   

UZBEK 1 
   

VIETNAMESE 36 
   

YORUBA 5 
   

TOTAL 1635 
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