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the field as a teacher educator, I believe 
that this political dimension of being 
an ESL teacher should be incorporated 
into ESL teaching programs to increase 
awareness and also to encourage 
aspiring ESL teachers to embrace their 
responsibility to advocate for ELs in the 
classroom, school, and nation as whole.
 It is my ultimate goal that the ESL 
teacher education program in which 
I work be infused with the concept of 
advocacy for ELs from beginning to end.
To that end, I undertook the redesign of 
the final course in the graduate program 
sequence for ESL teacher licensure, a 
course designed to address issues and 
trends in the field, to focus specifically 
on advocacy for ELs—both why it is 
necessary and how it can be enacted by 
teachers.
 The model of advocacy I utilize is 
Peters and Reid’s (2009) framework, in 
which advocacy is built on a foundation 
of agency. Using this framework, teacher 
educators create opportunities for 
aspiring teachers to understand their 
agency and to use that agency to disturb 
ideologies, transform practices, and 
exercise power (Peters & Reid, 2009).

Context
 I teach in the graduate school of 
education at a mid-sized university in 
the northeastern United States. The 
ESL licensure program is quite small, 
enrolling typically between 10 and 15 
students per year. Nearly all of the 
students in the program are working in 
the field as part of a 1-year internship/
licensure program; the ESL teacher 
candidates are placed in local school 
districts as interns, often co-teaching 
with experienced ESL teachers. 
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 One semester is a very short time 
to enact real change. It is, at best, an 
amount of time in which realizations are 
had and shifts in thinking can emerge. 
One effective method for promoting 
social justice in teacher education has 
been action research (Burrell Storms, 
2013). To design, implement, and write 
up action research is a daunting task 
for most aspiring teachers, especially 
those completing full-time fieldwork 
placements with complex licensure 
requirements. In addition, in my 
teaching context, the fact that the ESL 
teacher candidates are co-teaching 
as opposed to managing their own 
separate classrooms adds a different set 
of constraints to their capacity to enact 
action research.
 So how to create an assignment 
that asks aspiring ESL teachers to use 
their own experiences as a means for 
reflection, action-oriented thinking, and 
connecting theory to practice? I often 
hear colleagues in higher education 
wishing their students could be reflective, 
but it is important to acknowledge that 
students need to learn to do reflection 
first, before it can become a habit of 
mind. In addition, most of the aspiring 
ESL teachers with whom I work do 
not have extensive experience working 
with diverse populations and are just 
beginning to encounter the inequitable 
schooling practices faced by ELs (and 
other students from marginalized 
populations) as they enter the field.
 T h e  a s s i g n m e n t  n e e d s  t o 
acknowledge this starting point while 
guiding these novice teachers to see the 
realities their ELs live each day (Gay 
& Kirkland, 2003). However, it is not 
having the experiences alone that is 
impactful in working toward advocacy. 

Learning to Advocate
 I remember being like my students. 
Similarly to most of them, I am a White, 
native English speaker who was raised 
in a predominantly White area. When 
I chose to become an English as a 
second language (ESL) teacher, I was 
not fully aware of the ways in which 
our society marginalizes non-native 
English speakers and prevents equitable 
access to education through policies both 
written and unwritten.
 I became an ESL teacher because 
I loved linguistics and thought that I 
understood the role that language played 
in being successful in school. However, it 
was during my own experience teaching 
immigrant students in an urban middle 
school classroom after I received my 
degree that I became fully aware of the 
ways in which English language learners 
(ELs) were discriminated against, 
segregated, and prevented from reaching 
their full potential in school.
 I, like my current students, came to 
this realization as I worked in the field, 
assisting ELs in navigating a system 
that was not built for their success.The 
most noticeable difference between my 
students and me is that I had no teacher 
education background. I hold a teaching 
license because I passed a test.
 Although I did not realize the need 
for ESL teachers to advocate for their 
marginalized students until I was in 
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They need to be guided in “the ability 
to perceive and then weave meaning 
among the threads of experience” 
(Rodgers, 2002, pp. 847–848).
 Lastly, embracing the ideas of 
Kemmis (1985), reflection does not solely 
involve an individual looking inward; it 
is “action-oriented, social and political” 
(p. 141). The assignments needed to 
move the aspiring teachers beyond 
thinking and into doing.

Designing the Assignments
 By choosing to situate the course 
assignments in Kolb’s (1984) cycle for 
experiential learning, I have given 
students a chance to use their own real 
experiences working with ELs to build 
their knowledge about advocacy and 
their capacity to act as advocates for 
their students. I created two writing 
assignments that lead to the final, 
summative course assignment—the 
advocacy project. These two problems of 
practice reflections require the students 
to focus on the earlier stages of Kolb’s 
cycle before moving on to more action-
oriented aspects.
 The experiential learning process 
begins in “learning by encounter.” The 
aspiring teachers must identify and 
describe an actual experience that they 
have seen affect ELs’ access to education 
in their current teaching context. In 
several years of assigning this work to 
students, I have never had a student 
unable to come up with experiences on 
which to reflect.
 In the second phase, “learning 
by reflecting,” students engage in 
“carefully observing before making 
judgments, viewing issues from different 
perspectives, and understanding the 
relationship between the meanings of 
things” (Volpe White & Guthrie, 2016, 
p. 61). They are asked to discuss all the 
possible causes of the issue, considering 
the perspectives of all involved parties—
ELs, teachers, and administrators alike 
(Robertson & Guerra, 2016).
 For the “learning by thinking” phase, 
students begin to consider the larger 
issues at play, as opposed to focusing on 
just the single incident. Students must 
connect the incident they described to 
systemic issues faced by marginalized 
groups of students, including ELs. Based 
on their analysis, each aspiring ESL 
teacher then proposes multiple solutions, 
selecting the one they think most likely 
to make a difference and explaining why 
that one is more likely to work.
 After engaging in the first three 
phases twice, once for each problem of 

 
 

 

practice assignment, the fourth phase, 
“learning by doing,” is enacted in the 
advocacy project assignment. The 
aspiring teachers choose one completed 
reflective assignment to expand into 
their advocacy project. The project 
requires them to create a possible 
method for ameliorating a situation 
they believe to be preventing ELs 
from accessing equitable academic 
opportunities.
 The syllabus asks them to identify 
and explain the issue, create a short 
literature review on the topic, describe 
their proposed product, and delineate 
the intended outcomes and goals. In 
this way, they move toward Kolb’s (1984) 
final step of testing their conclusions; 
they are taking action in designing a 
plan and a means to implement it. 
 In addition to these reflective 
assignments, students complete a 
pre- and post-reflection on what they 
know about education for ELs, several 
assignments connected to their reading 
of narratives written by young adult 
immigrants in literature circle groups, 
and a survey designed to evaluate their 
course experiences.

Students’ Reactions
to the Assignments

 I have collected data from students 
in this course over the past two years, 
asking for consent to utilize completed 
course assignments for my research. 
Because my research focuses on the 
advocacy enacted by ESL teachers, 
although students in various programs 
were enrolled in the course in the spring 
2019 and 2020 semesters, I asked for 
consent to use the assignments only from 
the aspiring ESL teachers.
 This research focuses on students’ 
responses to a survey given at the end 
of the course. The survey is completed 
during class time because it is related 
to course topics, but consent is sought 
from the participants via email after the 
course has ended. 
 In spring 2019, six aspiring teachers 
consented to participate in the research, 
but one had not completed the survey. 
In the second iteration, four chose to 
participate; this iteration ended during 
the COVID-19 lockdown in the United 
States during spring 2020, a factor 
that may have impacted willingness 
to participate in the research. All 
nine of the participants identified as 
White, native-English-speaking females, 
demographics reflective of this graduate 
teacher education program as a whole. 
Only one reported speaking a language 

other than English; she stated that she 
could hold a conversation with native 
speakers of Spanish but was not fluent
 Survey responses were collected 
using a Google Form. Each question 
is open-ended, requiring a text-based 
response. To determine how well the 
students felt the assignments prepared 
them for their advocacy role, this article 
examines responses to the following 
questions:

Considering the course’s focus on 
being an advocate for ELs, what were 
the most effective assignments/tasks/
activities in the course? Why?

Considering the course’s focus on 
being an advocate for ELs, what were 
the least effective assignments/tasks/
activities in the course? Why?

What do you still feel you need more 
instruction/guidance with in terms of 
advocating for ELs?

All nine of the participants mentioned 
either the two problems of practice 
assignments, the advocacy project, or 
both as the assignments that were most 
effective in promoting advocacy.
 Eight of the nine participants 
included the advocacy project in their 
responses, making it the most common 
answer. One participant explained,

I got to take a topic I was interested 
in and learn more through in-depth 
research about it. This project also 
helped me view through different 
eyes of just not only EL educators 
but mainstream classroom teachers, 
administration, and families of EL 
students.

The project was also reported to be 
effective because it helped bring theory 
and practice together. Three aspiring 
teachers described the project as 
providing an opportunity to synthesize 
the topics covered in the course and what 
they were experiencing in their teaching 
practice. One wrote, 

I feel as though it gave me the 
opportunity to really think about a 
problem I witnessed in my school and 
how I could solve it based on what I 
learned in this course and through 
research.

The responses also mentioned the action-
oriented nature of the assignment: “It 
really forced me to think about what 
I could do to make a difference in EL 
education.” Another commented that 
the project “allowed [her] to create 
something actionable,” while one 
specifically mentioned how the project 
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for ELs and inspires them to act as 
advocates in those spheres in which 
they feel the most comfortable—the 
classroom and school—and also requires 
them to go beyond and engage with 
families, communities, and political 
entities.
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could help her to improve her own and 
others’ teaching.
 Three of  the nine responses 
specifically included discussions of the 
problem of practice assignments. These 
assignments were found to be effective 
“because it made me take a look at our 
school closely and see how ELs are 
treated.” Another participant stated 
that “it requires you to look through 
carefully the norms and things that 
happen within a school and think about 
how that impacts ELs.”
 None of the participants mentioned 
the problem of practice assignments or 
the advocacy project in their evaluations 
of what was least effective. Three of 
them actually named a more traditional 
pre/post-assignment in which they 
wrote about what they knew about 
working with ELs in the beginning of 
the semester and then, at the end of the 
semester, revised and made comments 
on their original draft to illustrate what 
they had learned in the course.
 One response about this assignment 
included a reference to reflection:

While I do feel I learned more than 
I had known at the beginning of the 
course, some of my answers did not 
change and I may have done better 
with free-writing a page of reflection 
at the end of the year.

 As for what students felt they needed 
to learn more about to be advocates for 
ELs, most responses focused on gaining 
more experience in real contexts, usually 
naming a specific aspect of teaching to 
which they wanted more exposure (e.g., 
supporting ELs in special education, 
designing differentiations).
 Two participants specifically asked 
for more information about how to work 
with community organizations—“what 
kinds of programs could partner with my 
school and my students?” One student 
wanted to know more about how to 
advocate for ELs “on a higher level, like 
a government level.”

Putting It All Together
 Through my own reflections on these 
data, I have found a need for change. 
The practice assignments and the 
advocacy project seemed to be successful 

in provoking reflection in terms of 
classroom and school-based acts of 
advocacy (Athanases & Oliveira, 2008). 
Students’ responses described improving 
instruction and mentioned considering 
the perspectives of mainstream teachers 
and school administrators.
 However, there was little mention 
of the idea of working with families or 
the larger community, until the answers 
to the question about what they needed 
to learn more about were analyzed. The 
assignments did not engage students 
in investigating community-based 
resources or considering how best to link 
schools and EL families.
 As Harrison (2019) suggested, 
advocacy assignments should include 
students connecting to community 
organizations and learning more 
about the resources available in the 
communities in which their ELs live. 
That element is missing from the 
assignments as currently designed.
 Another missing piece is the 
discussion of the political side of advocacy. 
Because I designed the assignments 
to help teachers recognize their own 
agency, the requirements did not push 
students to think beyond arenas that 
were under their own control; that is, the 
assignments did not ask them to think 
about the larger sociopolitical contexts 
in which their classrooms and schools 
exist. For me, this is more the difficult 
element to make explicit in the course.
 It seems that the answer may 
lie in guiding students to a clearer 
understanding of how the systems of 
politics and schools are intertwined 
and how those systemic factors are 
responsible for the lack of equitable 
access to education for marginalized 
populations.
 While I applaud my students’ efforts 
to improve educational opportunities for 
their ELs, often their projects target the 
challenges of one EL or possibly a small 
group, without regard for the global 
and local aspects of politics that created 
those challenges in the first place. I am 
striving to bring this connection into the 
coursework more clearly.
 I will continue to work toward a 
course that engages my students in 
reflection on the need for advocates 


