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Core 
Function

Effective 
Practice

Success Indicator CC06: Designated school personnel are knowledgeable about and follow pro-
cedures to report/respond to allegations of inequity, mistreatment, and/or bias in a sensitive and 
timely manner. (5865)

School Culture and 
Climate

All school personnel who come into 
contact with English Learners (ELs) have 
developed the understanding and skills 
needed to create a safe and welcoming 
school environment

Overview: Despite the best efforts of school leaders and faculty to create safe and welcoming school environments, 
children of color and those of diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds often encounter structural and institutional 
inequities in American schools (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Kutoba & Lin, 2006). Although the responsibility to 
provide a safe and welcoming environment falls on all school personnel, designating certain staff members to moni-
tor the school environment for the equal treatment of all students is critical to ensuring fair and equal treatment. For 
many in the school and surrounding community, the swiftness and level of action taken in response to allegations of 
mistreatment is as important as the policies created to prevent them. Consequently, schools that serve ELs must not 
only take all the necessary precautions to provide ELs with the protection afforded to them by civil rights laws, but be 
prepared to respond appropriately when those rights have been infringed upon.

Questions: When and how might ELs encounter bias, mistreatment and/or inequality in school settings?  How might 
school avoid and/or pro-actively address inequity, mistreatment, and/or bias?  What factors should be included in an 
anti-bias procedures or response policy? 

When and how might ELs encounter bias, mistreatment, and/or inequality in school settings?

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) speak of the danger of the covert discrimination that occurs in our systems and struc-
tures; it is often ignored or, worse, victims are told that it is nonexistent.  Although it is difficult to detect, covert bias 
persists in U.S. schools and is very harmful.  For example, ELs routinely encounter discrimination based on language 
proficiency and accent. Liggett (2014) calls this form of discrimination linguicism, which has been found to be a per-
manent fixture in many ELs’ lives in U.S. schools. In fact, research shows that ELs are often inaccurately and unneces-
sarily placed into remedial programs due to the widespread assumption that their accent and language proficiency 
renders them unable to perform at high academic levels (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). Extensive remedial education 
not only delays their progress at school but also dissuades them to continue in their education (Yosso, 2002).  

The curriculum is also an area where bias towards ELs has been observed. Instructional materials and curricula that 
do not incorporate students’ diverse backgrounds fail to empower ELs and negatively influence the views they have 
about their home cultures and languages.  Conversely, the appreciation of ELs’ experiences as an important building 
block of their identity development cultivates a better understanding of the situated and complex characteristics of 
their identity factors; therefore, integrating ELs’ experiences in the curriculum allows them to voice their perspective 
and convey alternative understandings of their learning (Tiggett, 2014). Liggett (2014) recounts Delgado’s assertion 
that curriculum passes on myths, presuppositions, and received wisdom presented and accepted as common cul-
ture, which render minorities one-down. This viewpoint substantiates what is found in the literature: biased content 
contributes to the misrepresentation and marginalization of cultural minorities. In fact, according to Ndura (2004), 
biased curriculum presents issues of stereotyping, omission of ELs’ identity characteristics and the role they play in 
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rights and understand the process to follow when they 
are subject to unfair disciplinary actions.  Additionally, 
faculty and staff need to be aware of how to prevent is-
sues of discrimination and be prepared to swiftly address 
occasions when reports are made.

How might school avoid and/or pro-actively address 
inequity, mistreatment, and/or bias?

School leaders, including principals, are in a position to 
directly influence the extent to which schools and school 
staff create inclusive and welcoming environments for 
ELs (Ross & Berger, 2009). Principals and other school 
administrative leaders impact school cultural attitudes 
toward equity, diversity, and inclusivity, and research 
has shown that the beliefs and attitudes held by princi-
pals about equity within educational contexts are often 
mirrored in the climate of the school (Salisbury, 2006). 
Extant literature delineates specific strategies principals 
and other school leaders can implement to ensure that 
school personnel are trained and the necessary proce-
dures are followed to create an inclusive and unbiased 
school climate (Ross & Berger, 2009, pp. 1–7): 

1. School leaders should support staff in efforts to dis-
cuss pertinent issues pertaining to diversity, equity, 
and inclusivity within the context of their specific 
educational institution.

2. Principals and other school leaders should model 
positive and welcoming behaviors, including the 
provision of scaffolding and supports for both stu-
dents and teachers. 

3. School leaders should provide ample training op-
portunities that include an open description and 
discussion of important concepts, such as cur-
riculum bias and faulty generalizations, to provide 
teachers and staff with cognitive and intellectual 
support.

4. School leaders should work to maintain a safe and 
inclusive school environment by creating supportive 
networks for students and staff to share feelings 
and experiences, with the ultimate goal of encour-
aging full participation and fostering a sense of 
belonging, 

Preventing Bullying
TESOL professionals shared the following recommenda-
tions to stop the victimization of ELs (Pearson & Navarro, 
2012). First, schools should implement training ses-
sions aimed at teaching school personnel, students, and 
parents the true meaning of bullying, its causes, and the 

everyday life, and the avoidance of controversial topics 
such as discrimination and prejudice, in favor of more 
idealistic and traditional view of national history or cur-
rent issues (pp.147–148). 

EL students may also experience more overt discrimina-
tion, racism, and bullying from teachers and students.  
Pearson and Navarro’s (2012) survey of TESOL profes-
sionals revealed a genuine concern for ‘teachers who 
roll their eyes at students, who refer to ELLs as ‘those 
kids,’ and who exhibit an us vs. them mentality’ (p. 8), 
which implicitly supports a classroom culture of dis-
respect and lack of acceptance of ELs. Some teachers 
have revealed negative attitudes toward ELs because 
they are frustrated with ELs’ low English proficiency and 
academic achievement in mainstream classrooms. Their 
annoyance is indicative of the ways in which they are apt 
to marginalize ELs during daily classroom interactions. 
Research suggests that some teachers feel burdened by 
ELs, convey pessimism about their abilities to learn, and 
fail to engage them (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 
2001). Prejudiced teachers may discipline ELs harshly or 
disproportionally higher than other students. 

ELs have also reported mistreatment from peers. Re-
search shows that ELs are easily targeted because of per-
ceived differences (Pearson & Navarro, 2012). These dif-
ferences are likely to include speech (e.g., rhythm, stress, 
tempo, interval of silence); directness vs. indirectness; 
formality vs. informality; facial expressions, including 
eye contact or lack thereof; body language and gestures; 
spatial orientation (as an indicator of dominance, extro-
version, and such); movement; clothing; courtesy cues 
(e.g., politeness rituals); and cultural norms and cultural 
expectations (p. 3.). 

Other factors increase the risk of ELs to be victims of 
bullying. For example, the more unfamiliar ELs’ culture 
and language are to the school community, the more 
they are at risk. Disability also increases the risk of being 
bullied, so it is recommended that school personnel pay 
special attention to ELs with disabilities. ELs with dis-
abilities are twice as likely as general education ELs to 
be bullied (Mah, 2009; Rose, 2011). Bullying’s severity 
increases when the presence of adults is not felt, and it 
must be solved by school personnel through a culture 
of respect and tolerance of all cultures and languages 
(Espelage & Swearer, 2004).

For all these reasons, school code should put in place 
procedures to ensure that ELs are aware of their civil 



3

Wise Ways®

myths attributed to it. These sessions should be focused 
on early identification of bullying patterns as well as 
early intervention.  Creating a social justice committee to 
ensure that clear behavior expectations are stated and 
consequences are laid out for the bullying and marginal-
ization of ELs is an excellent preventative measure It has 
also been  suggested that, in order to protect ELs from 
bullying in the classroom and at school, schools must 
keep a record of incidents overtime to help decide if a 
series of incidents are in fact bullying, inform parents 
and make them partners in resolving issues, and give 
clear explanations of incidents to school administrators 
and guidance counselors to determine the next steps to 
be taken (see Language Lizard, 2011). 

Avoiding Disciplinary Discrimination
In a guide written for the Washington State Schools, 
Prohibiting Discrimination in Washington Public Schools, 
Beauchaine, Sechrist, Smithson, and Ryans (2012) 
recommend that schools conduct an annual review 
of student discipline data disaggregated by sex, race, 
English Language Learners, and disability (Section 504 
and Special Education), to identify potential disparities in 
student discipline data. If discrimination in student disci-
pline policies and practices are found, it is recommended 
that the school “takes action by training school staff on 
discipline procedures to ensure they are consistently ap-
plied, bias awareness training, and monitoring discipline 
data regularly” (p. 27). 

Identifying and Avoiding Curriculum Bias
Curriculum bias can be addressed through the creation 
of a curriculum advisory committee comprised of ESL 
specialists, a school curriculum director, parents, and 
students (Francis, Rivera, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Rivera, 2006; 
Neely, 1994). According to the American-Arab Anti-Dis-
crimination Committee (ADC), the inclusion of resources 
and perspectives of the community discriminated against 
in social studies classes, world and American history, 
geography, current events, civics and government, world 
religions and world literature, sociology, and psychol-
ogy, constitutes a powerful solution to curriculum bias. 
Researchers have argued that, in order to eliminate bias, 
a screening criteria to identify and eliminate bias in in-
structional materials must be adopted and instructional 
materials committees must be established to monitor 
curriculum bias (Sandberg & Reschly, 2011; Wright, 
2002).  Lastly, because undocumented children have the 
right, under federal law, to attend American schools, 

administrations should use non-discriminatory enroll-
ment practices such as not requesting proof of citizen-
ship (social security numbers, birth certificates, etc.), 
in order to avoid discouraging undocumented students 
from enrolling.  

What factors should be included in an anti-bias re-
sponse policy? 

Procedures for reporting
All school personnel who come in contact with ELs must 
follow the process of reporting incidents implemented 
by the school in an urgent manner.  Schools must em-
power ELs to share their concerns with designated 
school staff and encourage them to voice any suspicion 
of discrimination.

Investigation
It is important for school personnel to identify individu-
als who work closely with ELs daily and collaborate with 
them to assist with language barriers and to clear sus-
picions. EL teachers and speech therapists are typically 
good resources. School nurses and guidance counselors 
can also be great resources when starting an investiga-
tion, and can assist in interviewing students when neces-
sary. Teachers must be ready to investigate allegations of 
bias if approached by students or parents (see American-
Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 2017) or, at least, 
follow the procedures set by the school, whether it is 
to contact the guidance counselor, principal, or another 
assigned individual. Allegations of peer bullying, teacher 
marginalization or discrimination, harassment, and other 
such incidents must be reported and dealt with swiftly

Responses
A first step in addressing bias is to share with school per-
sonnel the district’s multicultural and antidiscrimination 
policies and regulations and designate personnel trained 
to recognize EL bias and to respond and report it suit-
ably; if one does not exist, consider creating one.  The 
State Department of Education is a good resource for 
doing so. In Washington State, for example, compliance 
coordinators are responsible for monitoring state and 
federal non-discriminatory laws, receiving and respond-
ing to complaints, and investigating complaints. They 
are expected to be proactive and provide professional 
development to ensure school staff understands their 
obligations under state and federal laws (see Beauchaine 
et al., 2012).
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