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ABSTRACT 

 

CENTERING ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN THE PRAXIS OF DIALOGIC 

PEDAGOGY 

by Ching-Ching Lin 

The mainstream classroom poses critical challenges to ELL students in the era of 

standardization. As English is used both as a language of instruction and assessment for 

all content subjects in the mainstream classroom, ELL students have to master a 

cognitively loaded and culturally specific curriculum while learning basic English. 

Through the standardization of curriculum and assessment, English exerts a normalizing 

power for ELL students. Given the role of language in regulating consciousness and 

controlling access to dialogic process, how does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the 

relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students in mainstream, 

content-area classrooms?     

Using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of language and symbolic power as my theoretical 

framework, and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a research method that focuses on 

language as an instrument that mediates power and privileges, this study explored the 

effects of dialogic pedagogy as a discourse on ELL students. Based on an examination of 

over two hundred and seventeen dialogic pedagogy texts published since NCLB (2001) 

was signed into effect, analysis of the data demonstrated that critical pedagogy failed to 

address the specificity of challenges facing ELL students in mainstream classrooms. The 

discourses of dialogic pedagogy normalized the notion of dialogue at the expense of 

addressing linguistic and cultural diversities. The findings call for a reconceptualization 
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of dialogic pedagogy to incorporate the notion of linguistic and cultural diversity into its 

theorizing and literacy practices.   
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Chapter One 
 

Introduction  

Statement of the Problem 

This study examines how the praxis of dialogic pedagogy addresses the 

relationships between language and power facing English Language Learners (ELLs) in 

mainstream classrooms where English is the language of instruction and assessment. 

Dialogic approaches to learning and teaching have increasingly become an important 

concept to incorporate into classroom practices in the last few years. For many, it 

embodies the very concept of democratic education that promises equal access to learning 

for all students (e.g. Alexander, 2005; Arce, 2004; Brydon, 2004; DeTurk, 2006; 

Ghahremani-Ghajar, 2005; hooks, 2003; Jupp, 2001; Kapellidi, 2007; Kramer, 2001; Lyle, 

2008; Skidmore, 2006). Given the increasing number of students who speak a language 

other than English at home enrolling in more and more schools across the nation, 

examining how dialogic pedagogy theorizes about English Language Learners is 

important if teachers who work with all students are to effectively practice dialogic 

pedagogies while simultaneously meeting the unique needs of ELL students. 

Dialogic pedagogy has been used as an umbrella term to represent a form of 

constructivist teaching and learning that foregrounds the active role of students in shaping 

the classroom agenda through dialogic interaction. Informed by diverse theoretical 

traditions and authors like Mikhail Bakhtin (1981), Paulo Freire (1998), Jurgen Habermas 

(1984), feminists such as Elizabeth Ellsworth (1994) and bell hooks (2003) and Matthew 

Lipman (2003), founder of the educational movement known as Community of Inquiry, 
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dialogic pedagogy optimizes social interaction as a means to nurture a diverse range of 

civic skills. It fosters relative responsibility, engages in active listening, and recognizes 

difference in a shared inquiry while still enables students to develop important literacy 

and numeracy skills. The collaborative inquiry built on such a foundation provides a 

learning context to foster civic values considered essential to democratic life (Alexander, 

2005; Bakhtin, 1981; Biesta, 1995; Ellsworth, 1994; Freire, 1998; Habermas, 1984; 

hooks, 2003; Keis, 2006; Kennedy, 2006; Kramer, 2001; Lipman, 2003; Lyle, 2008; 

Morrell, 2004; Skidmore, 2003). By emphasizing direct participation in civic discussion 

as essential to democracy building, dialogic pedagogy can be used to include those who 

are historically marginalized such as ELL students in our shared democratic life.  

        Including ELL students in civic participation is essential to the empowerment of 

ELL students. Given its goal of empowering all students to engage in active citizenship, 

how does dialogic pedagogy help engage ELL students in participating in dialogic 

discussion in mainstream classrooms? This question could not be more pertinent and 

timely, given the current practice under No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
1
 to mainstream 

ELL students after three years and its immense impact on their educational experience. In 

order to hold schools and teachers accountable for student learning and raise student 

achievement levels, NCLB (2001) requires all states to identify ELLs, measure their 

English proficiency, and include them in state testing programs that assess academic 

skills (Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, & Baker, 2000; Coltrane, 2002; Mazzeo, Carlson, Voelkl, 

                                                 
1
 While the Obama Administration has begun the review and reauthorization of NCLB, it is difficult to 

ascertain what changes will affect English Language Learners. Thus, for the purposes of moving the study 

forward, I use NCLB as the federal policy context in which I explored my research question. 
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& Lutkus, 2000). In compliance with this legislation, schools nationwide have 

mainstreamed ELL students into content area classrooms in which English is used as the 

language of instruction and assessment, without fully considering the impact on ELL 

students’ learning and schooling experiences (Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004; Haynes, 

2005).
2
  

Content area disciplines like the sciences, social studies, language arts, the arts, 

and health/physical education, however, pose critical challenges to ELL students. Content 

area curricula are coded in culturally specific and complex languages in English to which 

ELL students have had little exposure, and they are expected to learn these complex 

concepts, while leaning basic English (Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004; Ahmad, 2010; 

Haynes, 2005). For example, social studies often contain references to popular cultures 

and historical narratives from the history of the United States that ELL students may have 

no or little exposure to (or have learned a completely different set of ideas and references 

altogether) in their previous life. Given their schooling experiences in other nations, they 

may also have been exposed to very different content and terminology (Ahmad, 2010; 

Hayes, 2005). As a result, content subject curricula may be difficult for ELL students to 

relate to cognitively or emotionally (Ahmad, 2010; Hayes, 2005).  One has to wonder 

how and to what extent ELL students are empowered to meaningfully participate in 

mainstream classrooms where dialogue is adopted as a mode of instruction given these 

challenges.   

Reflecting upon the general claims of dialogic pedagogy and imagining the 

                                                 
2
 I will elaborate upon this more toward the end of Chapter 1. 
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learning experiences of English Language Learners in English-only content area 

classrooms in which dialogic pedagogy is enacted, ultimately led me to question: How 

does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the needs of English Language Learners in 

mainstream classrooms? (Abedi, 2004; Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, 

Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Lenski, 2006; Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005). 

My experiences as an English Language Learner, as well as a public high school teacher 

who teaches mainstream Social Studies classes that comprise a significant percentage of 

ELL students, have led me to conclude that the “symbolic power” of language plays a 

critical role in the assimilation and acculturation of ELL students to the mainstream 

culture and as such it deserves its own place in the studies of dialogic pedagogy 

(Bourdieu, 1994).
3
. These considerations have brought me to a more complex question, 

one best reflecting my overarching research question:  

How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the relationships between language, 

power and the needs of ELL students in mainstream, content-area classrooms?     

This overarching research question can be further broken down into the following 

questions: 

a) How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the particular issues that ELL 

students face in mainstream, content-area classrooms?  

b) How does dialogic pedagogy account for the needs of ELL students when 

theorizing about the relationships of language and power?  

                                                 
3
 A brief overview of Bourdieu’s work and how his explication of the relationships of language and 

symbolic power serves as a theoretical framework for my research will be discussed more extensively in 

Chapter 2. 
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c) How might taking into account the particular issues facing ELL students in the 

dialogic process help to inform a new understanding of dialogic pedagogy and 

perhaps a new practice of democratic pedagogy?  

Thus, this study examines how dialogic pedagogy theorizes about the needs of ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms where linguistic and cultural capital in English are 

required to master academic material and meaningfully participate in dialogic discussions. 

I believe such an exploration is important to help fulfill the democratic vision of 

educational equity and justice that dialogic pedagogy partakes in. By theorizing about the 

relationships of language and power in the dialogic process, the study will contribute to 

the field by addressing a theoretical gap within the literature of dialogical pedagogy 

regarding ELLs. 

Purpose of the Study 

        My questioning of the democratic rhetoric of dialogic pedagogy has stemmed from 

my own experience as a struggling English Language Learner.  I remember not being 

able to follow most of the class discussions and as a result, constantly feeling defeated 

and frustrated. I now see those same struggles with ELL students in my role as a New 

York City public high school teacher who teaches mainstream Social Studies classes 

comprising a significant percentage of English Language Learners. Working with them 

reminds me of my own experience at the graduate school. I recall, due to language barrier, 

how I was at loss with class discussions (Ahmad, 2010; Haynes, 2005). Such experiences 

have induced me to call into question the capacity of dialogic pedagogy to address the 

need of ELL students in the context of general education classrooms in which ELL 
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students face the challenge of culturally specific content area studies in a language that 

they are in a process of acquiring fluency.  

 My own struggle with dialogic pedagogy started twenty years ago when I came to 

the United States in pursuit of a master’s degree in philosophy. For a Taiwanese who 

grew up in the wake of the post cold war era, the U.S. was the epicenter of advanced 

learning, and English, emerging as an international language, became the required 

cultural capital for economic success and social advancement in many parts of the world 

(Crystal, 2003; Pennycook, 1998). I enrolled in the philosophy program at the City 

University of New York, but soon realized that years of studying English did not prepare 

me for understanding and using the language in classrooms that dealt with theoretically 

loaded and culturally specific concepts. My English classes in Taiwan mostly focused on 

grammar and the reading comprehension of everyday English and not so much on the 

language specific to a disciplinary field such as philosophy. Nor did it adequately prepare 

me to converse and interact with my mostly native English-speaking peers in academic 

discussions. Topics such as the ontological status of mental events totally evaded my 

understanding. Growing up in a philosophical tradition that did not have the concept 

about the duality between mind and body, I was unfamiliar with the terminology and 

cultural assumptions required to make sense of the topic and carry out the corresponding 

conversation (Davidson, 1974; Putnam, 1975). Frustrated by such experiences of not 

understanding and not being able to make myself understood, I gradually retreated to 

silence. Silence, however, was not an ‘option’ in an environment in which one’s academic 

ability and potential was judged by the extent of one’s vocal participation in academic 
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discussions. Class participation, that is, engaging in dialogue, was always a course 

requirement.  

Growing up in a conformist educational culture that reveres tradition and 

authority, and having received mostly lecture-based instruction in my undergraduate 

education, I recalled feeling apprehensive at the prospect of having to speak publicly and 

of what I perceived to be my crippled ability to do so (for the comparison and analysis of 

U.S. and Chinese educational culture, see Chen, 1994; Ng & Ng, 2007). I started taking 

refuge in silence, with my life gradually splitting into two worlds: the public domain 

where I lived only in marginality and the private corner in the comfort of my native 

language that I clung to in desperation.  

 Years later, life has seemed to come full circle. I am a public high school Social 

Studies teacher in New York City. In a reversed situation, I stand on the platform, 

endeavoring to involve students to participate in classroom discussions, at a school where 

20% of the students were federally identified as ‘Limited English Proficient’: 26% for 

2008-2009 and 22% for 2007-2008 (New York State School Report Card Accountability 

and Overview Report 2009-2010, Washington Irving High School).
4
 Due to my own 

experience as a foreign student and fellow English Language Learner, I found myself 

more attuned to how ELL students perform academically, socially and behaviorally in 

mainstream classrooms. I experienced first hand ELL students’ personal triumphs and 

                                                 
4
 LEP is used by the federal government to determine students’ eligibility for ESL services. Garcia, 

KLeifgen & Falchi (2005) and others argued that the term “LEP” represents a deficit theorization of ELL 
students. It focuses on the presumed deficit in the student, as opposed to the assests that they no doubt 

possess (Crawford, 2004; Garcia, Kleifgen, & Falchi, 2005). Those writers also urged to approach ELL 

students positively, focusing on their abilities, as human beings who happen to speak another language 

better than they speak English. They advised teachers to avoid the use of the “LEP” label and bear in mind 
that ELL students’ “limited English proficiency” is only temporary. 
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perils, and their stories offered me a glimpse of immigrants’ struggles on a larger scale. 

Many of the ELL students I knew struggled with meeting graduation requirements two to 

three years after their cohort graduated, due to their repeated failure on the Regents 

Exams in content area studies such as sciences or social studies. Some of them may never 

manage to graduate.  

 What happened at the school at which I work mirrors the statewide statistics of 

New York. According to the school’s 2009-2010 accountability ad overview report, only 

32% of ELLs graduated within five years. The overall graduation rate for all students is 

43%.
5
  Nationally the graduation rates of ELLs are just as troubling. According to the 

2007 American Community Survey, nineteen percent of ELL students who had entered 

the US before the age of 18 were out of school and had not received a high school degree, 

double the rate of their English speaking, native peers
6
.  Clearly schools need to develop 

more effective pedagogies and forms of assessment that meet the needs of ELL students. 

        Searching for ways to help ELL students with their struggle has been a source of my 

frustration and disappointment in my teaching life. I was constantly caught in between 

the frustration over an educational culture that narrowly focuses on high-stakes 

standardized tests at the expense of losing sight of the democratic origin of public 

education, and over my own constant regression into a didactic, regimented mode of 

teaching in surrender to the pressure of a test-driven school agenda. It is this felt 

inconsistency between what I believe and what I practice that aroused in me a dire need 

to re-evaluate my professional life.      

                                                 
5
 http://www.thenyic.org/images/uploads/NYIC_ELLBRIEF_FINAL.pdf 

6
 http://otrans.3cdn.net/f81d5d35ab048f5c8a_xrm6iyf6f.pdf 
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      In search for a meaningful pedagogical approach that can better address the needs of 

my students, I re-encountered dialogic pedagogy at Montclair University. This time I was 

not merely a participant in dialogic discussions. I became a researcher who studies 

dialogic pedagogy as my dissertation topic. Having taken many courses that re-oriented 

me to dialogue as a method of constructivist learning has rekindled my interest in 

dialogic pedagogy. I learned that dialogic pedagogy, as a pedagogical approach that 

capitalizes dialogic interaction, focuses on fostering a wide range of competencies and 

world-views to understand and respond to human and social dilemmas and to prepare 

students for participating in an increasingly diverse democracy (Keis, 2006; Kennedy, 

2006; Kramer, 2001; Lyle, 2008; Morrell, 2004; Skidmore, 2003). Judging from the 

increasing appearance of dialogic pedagogy in the educational literature, I generalized 

that dialogic pedagogy has become the very embodiment of democratic education 

(Alexander, 2005; Biesta, 1995; Keis, 2006; Kennedy, 2006; Kramer, 2001; Lyle, 2008; 

Morrell, 2004; Skidmore, 2003). As a pedagogical approach that is conducive to 

promoting equity through classroom dialogue, one wonders how dialogic pedagogy 

might account for the needs of the historically marginalized students such as ELL 

students?  

The Hegemony of English 

      While intrigued by the democratic claims of dialogic pedagogy as discussed earlier, a 

question kept circling back to me: how does dialogic pedagogy address the challenges 

facing ELL students in a classroom where English is the language of instruction? In 

particular, I wondered how dialogic pedagogy addresses the ‘hegemonic’ effects of 
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English on ELL students, as embedded in the institution of schooling (including 

classroom instruction, curriculum development, and means of assessment) (Macedo, 

Dendrinos & Gounari, 2003). In their book, The Hegemony of English, Macedo, 

Dendrinos & Gounari (2003) contended that the debate about language use or policy is 

also a debate related to issues of economic and socio-political control as well as of 

cultural domination. Throughout their book, they argued that the agenda of the English-

only movement in public education cannot be evaluated without recourse to its latent 

political and cultural dimensions (Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounari, 2003). Their view 

supports the Gramscian logic of hegemony that language is not merely reflective, but 

always already laden with cultural and ideological significance.  

As one of the most influential Marxist thinkers in the 20th century, Grasmci 

develops the concept of cultural hegemony to denote a form of control in modern society 

(Fontana, 2001; Gramsci, 1982; Suarez, 2002). For Gramsci (1982), hegemony is as a 

form of power relations that exists between dominant and the subordinate groups, and 

achieves through mass consent and persuasion (Fontana, 2001; Gramsci, 1982; Suarez, 

2002). It is a non-coercive form of domination where the dominant group exercises 

control over subordinate groups via the development of collective consciousness, rather 

than an exertion of overt force. In particular, it is a form of control that is exercised via 

the ‘manufacturing’ of mass consent through the control of mass media and institutions 

such as education (Herman & Chomsky, 1988).  

 Gramsci suggested that the hegemonic mode of control in modern society has 

produced a ‘total system’ of control that includes more than previously recognized 
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mechanisms of class domination (Suarez, 2002). It produces a mode of persuasion that 

infiltrates ideas and beliefs of normalcy in daily life that come to be accepted as common 

sense (Fontana, 2001; Suarez, 2002). Through the influence of mass media and public 

education, the subordinate comes to accept the dominant ideologies as correct, just and 

natural, and hence legitimate.  

      Hegemony, understood in this Gramscian sense, can be aptly used to describe the role 

of English in public domains in the U.S. where English functions as an instrument or tool 

that appears to be politically and socially neutral, to be manipulated by those who possess 

it in whatever way they choose (Suarez, 2002). Macedo, Gounari, & Dendrinos (2003) 

maintained that the role of English in the contemporary world is by no means politically 

or socially neutral:  

[T]he purpose of English language education in the contemporary world order 

cannot be viewed as simply the development of skills aimed at acquiring the 

dominant English language. This view sustains an ideology that systematically 

disconfirms rather than makes meaningful the cultural experiences of the 

subordinate linguistic groups who are, by and large, the objects of language 

polices. For the role of English to become understood, it has to be situated within 

a theory of cultural production and viewed as an integral part of the way in which 

people produce, transform, and reproduce meaning. Thus, the role of English 

must be seen as a medium that constitutes and affirms the historical and 

existential moments of lived experience which produce a subordinate or a lived 

culture. It is an eminently political phenomenon, and it must be analyzed in the 
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context of a theory of power relations and with an understanding of social and 

cultural reproduction and production (Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounari, 2003, p.14). 

In other words, English is much more than an instrument or tool for communication. It is 

a mechanism of cultural production and reproduction. Through an institutionalized 

learning process, English operates as the discursive power apparatus that filters the 

content of learning and regulates its accessibility for ELL students and their families 

(Abedi, 2004; Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Roseberry McKibbin, 2005; Tollefson, 

1991).  

The hegemonic effects of English for ELL students cannot be understood without 

considering how ELL students are incorporated into the neoliberal agenda in a globalized 

economy (Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Saunders, 2010). As a 

political ideology dominating since post World War II to represent the revived spirit of 

economic expansionism, neoliberalism has increasingly reshaped the U.S. society, 

including public education, into competitive markets (Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher 

& Lorti, 2005). Because economic productivity become critical to remain the dominant 

power in global capitalism, education becomes increasingly focused on developing skills 

and knowledge required for an individual to become an economically productive member 

of a capitalist society (Apples, 2004; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; 

Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2005; Saunders, 2010). Schools’ 

focus on industrial skills and knowledge required for globalized market competition often 

means the neglect of the special needs of ELL students in school curricula and 

instructional practices (Cummins, 2000; Pennycook, 1998; Pappamihiel, 2002). 
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In consistent with such an assimlilationist agenda of neoliberalism, English serves 

as an instrument of mass education and cultural assimilation. NCLB (2001) reinforces the 

neoliberal agenda by adopting English as the language of instruction as well as 

measurement (Cummins, 2009; Crystal, 2003; Degener, 2001; Pennycook, 1998). The 

administering of standardized tests in English especially presents a high stake challenge 

to ELL students whose lack of economic, cultural and social capital that are required to 

succeed in the U.S. society place them at a great disadvantage. While some ELL students 

do thrive in schools, many repeatedly fail the standardized tests and risk of dropping out 

(Noguera, 2004; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004).  

 As the U.S. has grown into the dominant force in the world economy, English has 

become the world’s lingua franca (Cummins, 2000; Pennycook, 1998; Pappamihiel, 

2002). English becomes an important tool for ELL students’ vision of economic 

aspiration and social mobility. Through the use of the English language, young, 

inexperienced ELL students have internalized the Western cultural norms and standard in 

the use of the English language. Being under the hegemonic sway of English has 

inhibited ELLs from questioning its dominant status (Cummins, 2000; Pennycook, 1998; 

Pappamihiel, 2002). By establishing English as a cultural climate and norm, the school 

system in the U.S. sustains and reinforces a hierarchical system of language use that 

glorifies English to the exclusion of other heritage languages. The prioritization of 

English as the language of instruction and assessment positions all other languages as 

subordinate and illegitimate. Being rationalized and internalized as normal and natural, 

this hierarchy convinces many ELL students who fail to meet the school curriculum 
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standard that favors and privileges English to view their failure as being the result of their 

own inadequacy (Cummins, 2000; Pennycook, 1998; Pappamihiel, 2002). Given the 

hegemonic force of English, it is important to consider how dialogic pedagogy addresses 

the role of censorship and regulation of language use and human interaction in 

mainstream classrooms for ELL students. 

Addressing the Hegemony of English 

 In addressing the hegemonic role of English in the U.S. public education that I have 

personally experienced as a student and as a teacher, I have chosen to use English, in its 

scientific format, as the language to express myself.  

 I am aware of the inherent contradiction in my using the very language that I have 

claimed suppresses the subjectivity of ELL students including myself as a means of 

communication for this study. My language choice reflects the stance or positioning that I 

take within my interaction with other language users. My choice of the language I 

employed to convey this study is informed by my belief in the possibility, however flimsy 

it is, of a rational engagement in our relationship with power. While accepting the 

argument that power is immanent through social networks and we, as subjects, are deeply 

embroiled in power relations at our daily interactions with others, I believe that power 

cannot be overthrown through openly defiant acts alone (Bourdieu, 1994; Foucault, 1980). 

As much as it is important to challenge the hegemony of English in addressing the special 

needs of ELL students, I suggest that there is an obligation for critical educators to 

actively and rationally engage in theorizing ways to create a linguistically and culturally 

diverse learning environment within the school structure.  
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This is not to deny the potential danger in reproducing the power structure 

through the use of the language of the dominant class. We risk of reinforcing the 

hegemony of English by continuing to accept it as normalcy. But there is no obviation 

from such risk for us except to engage it through ongoing critique. Hence, despite still 

being haunted by a profound sense of inadequacy, despite being constantly reminded of 

my “wild,’ alien tongue (Anzaldua, 1987, p. 53), of what others may view as my 

‘idiosyncratic’, ‘jagged’ English grammar, I endeavor to speak the ‘good’, ‘standard’ 

English, as opposed to insisting on my Chinese-informed English, hoping that I will be 

taken seriously and understood. As Gloria Anzaldua so beautifully and eloquently 

enunciated:  

[I]t is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, shouting questions, 

challenging patriarchal, white conventions. A counterstance locks one into a duel 

of oppressor and oppressed; ….The counterstance refutes the dominant culture’s 

views and beliefs, and for this, it is proudly defiant. …. But it is not a way of life. 

At some point, on our way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the 

opposite bank, the split between the two mortal combatants somehow healed so 

that we are on both shores at once and, at once, see through serpent and eagle eyes 

(Anzaldua, 1987, pp. 78-79). 

In a project that engages dialogic pedagogy in theorizing the needs of ELL students, I 

wish to contribute to the building of a bridge of communication and understanding 

between ‘opposite banks’. Given the imbalanced language and power relationships in 

mainstream classrooms and their impacts on ELLs, this study will contribute to the field 
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by theorizing how dialogue can simultaneously provide a constraining and enabling space 

for ELL students.  

Significance of the Study 

My interest in studying the democratic relevance of employing a dialogic 

approach with ELL students, while deeply personal, is more than projecting my own 

desire to come to terms with my life as an immigrant. Given the changing demographics 

of the United States over the past 20 years and the projected changes over the next 30 

years, this study addresses a timely educational issue that has broad pedagogical 

implications for the education of ELL students in mainstream classrooms (The U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2000; Lenski, et al., 2006; Roseberry-McKibbin, et al., 2005). In 

light of the recent mainstreaming of ELL students into content-area courses that are 

fraught with complex academic languages and terminology, and the ever looming 

presence of English in public education through the instrument of assessment 

standardization (Abedi, 2004; Crawford, 2004; Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003), it is 

imperative for practitioners of dialogic pedagogy to consider how it accounts for both the 

enabling and debilitating effects of English on ELL students in mainstream classrooms - 

if the democratic claim of dialogic pedagogy is to be supported (for instance, see Abedi, 

2004; Carlo, Augustus, & McLaughlin, 2004; Hasen-Thomas, 2008; Karathanos, 2009; 

Mirza, Brown & Balaban, 1986; Mantero & McVicker, 2006).   

To further explore how dialogic pedagogy might address the special needs of ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms, I utilized perspectives from the recent literature of 

ELL education to help delineate the critical challenges facing ELL students in 
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mainstream classrooms in which English is used as the language of instruction and 

assessment. In particular, I focused on the language and power relations transpired in 

mainstream classrooms that ELL students face in their assimilation and acculturation to 

the US society.  

Organization of the Dissertation  

 The interest and focus of the study is how the praxis of dialogic pedagogy theorizes 

the needs of ELL students. In Chapter Two, I introduce Bourdieu’s theory of language 

and symbolic power as my theoretical framework. In order to address social and 

educational inequality, Bourdieu develops a conceptual framework including concepts 

such as cultural capital, symbolic power, field and habitus to delineate the ways language 

as a social practice shape educational discourses and practices. I use his work as a lens 

through which one might address the relationships of language and power facing ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms. Chapter Three outlines issues challenging ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms. Because the focus of this study is how the 

relationship of language and power might create a simultaneously enabling and 

constraining space for ELL students in mainstream classrooms, this study does not aim 

for a comprehensive review of ELL education. However, as described in Chapter Three, 

where possible, the study charts an overview of the history of ELL education in the U.S. 

and outlines the critical challenges facing ELL students in mainstream classrooms.  

 Chapter Four elaborates upon the research method employed in this study. I 

employed Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as my methodological framework in 

facilitating with data collection and analysis. I also adumbrate the data of this study and 
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explain the procedure of data analysis.  

 Chapter Five begins the analysis of texts of dialogic pedagogy, focusing on critical 

pedagogy, for its prominent representation in the literature of dialogic pedagogy. This 

chapter presents the descriptive findings of my study, outlining how dialogic pedagogy 

theorizes the challenges facing ELL students. In Chapter Six, I present the discursive 

findings of my study. I discuss how dialogic pedagogy’s theorization of ELL students is 

closely related to its discursive formations of ELL students as a research object. CDA is 

employed as a research method to illuminate how the relationship of language and power 

is embedded in the discourse of dialogic pedagogy and has both enabling and 

constraining effects for ELL students.  

 Chapter Seven discusses the major themes that arise in addressing the questions 

guiding the research. It discusses the limitation of these findings. It considers the 

implications of the research findings for ELL students. In the end, I answer the research 

questions that guide this study. The research questions point to new alternative discourses 

and pedagogical practices that hold the idea linguistic diversity seriously.  

Definitions of Terms  

Democratic education. In this study I use democratic education as envisioned by 

John Dewey (Dewey, 1938) and Paulo Freire (Freire, 1998). As part of the progressive 

movement in education unfolding since 1830s, Dewey's vision of education is connected 

with the question of preparing people for active citizenship in a participatory democracy 

(Dewey, 1938; Gibboney, 1994). In Experience and Education (1938), Dewey stated that 

“democratic social arrangements promote a fuller quality of human experience, on which 



 19 

is more widely accessible and enjoyed” (p. 34). To that end his vision of democratic 

education is one that instills in youth the necessary knowledge and ideals in order to 

actively participate in a democratic society.   

In addition to Dewey, I am also indebted to Freire (1998) for his vision of 

democratic education. Freire advocates that education is a political act and its goal is to 

allow the oppressed to regain their humanity and overcome their condition (Freire, 1998). 

From this perspective, helping students to be conscientized about injustice and inequality 

and take corresponding actions is a main tenet of democratic education. Education makes 

sense only when individuals can make and remake themselves through learning what they 

know and what they don’t know, and ultimately, fight for the transformation of 

oppressive social conditions and the recovery of their stolen humanity (Freire, 1998).   

For both Dewey and Freire, education for democracy is to be measured by the 

extent that young people are able to access and participate in an open, vibrant learning 

community that they belong to (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1998). This should hold true for all 

students, even those who are new to English-only content area classrooms.  

ELL (English Language Learner). ELL is a term used to refer to students in the 

U.S. whose first language is not English, who are in the process of learning English, but 

have not yet reached the level of proficiency, regardless of their proficiency/skill levels in 

their heritage languages (Garcia, et al., 2008; Nieto, 2009; Wright, 2005). ELL as a term 

is widely used in educational literature for its relatively positive intent to focus on 

students’ potential. In contrast to ‘ELL’. Limited English Proficient (LEP) is used by the 

federal government to determine students’ eligibility for ESL services. By focusing on 
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ELL students’ deficiency in the English language, but not what they do know and 

understand, ‘LEP’ as a term reinforces a deficit view of ELL students. In this study, I 

have avoided the use of LEP and used ELL instead to signal a positive intent toward the 

student population who are in the process of developing their proficiency/skills in English. 

I will address this more extensively in the literature review. 

Mainstreaming or mainstream classroom. These terms refer to the practice of 

integrating students into general education classes in all subject areas where English is 

the language of instruction and assessment regardless of the diverse range of student 

proficiency or skill levels in English. Because NCLB requires that all students be 

evaluated uniformly, many schools nationwide have turned to mainstreaming in hopes of 

better preparing students for annual progress evaluations (Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, & 

Baker, 2000; Mazzeo, Carlson, Voelkl, & Lutkus, 2000). I will address the issue of 

mainstreaming English language learners more extensively in literature review. 

Dialogic pedagogy. I employ dialogic pedagogy as an umbrella term to denote a 

form of constructivist teaching and learning that enables students to play an active role in 

shaping classroom agenda through dialogic interaction. Dialogic pedagogy presents 

dialogic inquiry as a learning context in which students consider multiple view points and 

perspectives, experience implications of commitment and explore issues of mutual 

responsibility in dialogue with others (Bakhtin, 1981; Freire, 1998; Habermas, 1984; 

hooks, 2003; Lipman, 2003). Such educational practices provide opportunities for 

students to develop their abilities in critical inquiry and foster civic values that are 

considered essential to prepare a new citizenry for our increasingly pluralistic democracy 
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(Alexander, 2005; Biesta, 1995; Keis, 2006; Kennedy, 2006; Kramer, 2001; Lyle, 2008; 

Morrell, 2004; Skidmore, 2003).  

Constructivist. Many of the characteristic tenets of dialogic pedagogy are 

consistent with constructivist approaches to education like Dewey’s and Freire’s. Despite 

of the differences of the theoretical underpinning in their pedagogical approaches, both 

Dewey and Freire, an avid advocate of dialogic pedagogy, share the constructivist belief 

that learning is an active process in which students actively engage in meaning making 

and construct their understanding and knowledge of the world through action and 

reflection (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1998). 

Critical pedagogy. Heavily influenced by the Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, 

critical pedagogy is an educational theory of teaching and learning that seeks to create 

learning conditions in which students become ‘conscientized’ regarding oppressive social 

conditions in the hope that such knowledge will prompt them and enable them to take 

action against the oppressive elements of the reality (Giroux, 1997; Shor, 1992). To this 

end, critical pedagogy is particularly concerned with reconfiguring the traditional 

student/teacher relationship characterized by the process of knowledge transmission that 

contributes to the perpetuation of social inequalities (Freire, 1993; Kincheloe, 2008). In 

contrast to the more teacher-centered pedagogical frameworks, critical pedagogy 

envisions the classroom as a site where new knowledge is constructed through 

meaningful conversations between students and teachers (Freire, 1993; Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Giroux, 1997; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; hooks, 2003; McLaren, 1991; Shor, 1992; 

Kincheloe, 2008). 
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Praxis. I understand praxis as referring to the process in which theory and 

practice are enacted and reflected upon simultaneously. This understanding of praxis can 

be found in the work of Paulo Freire who defines praxis as "reflection and action upon 

the world in order to transform it" (Freire, 1993, p.36). Through praxis, people can 

acquire a critical awareness of their own condition, and take action to strive for liberation 

(Freire, 1993).  Praxis hence is a process of engaging, applying, exercising, reflecting and 

practicing ideas. 

Hegemony. The term ‘hegemony’ is indebted to Gramsci (1982) for its popularity 

in cultural studies, and to Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounari (2003) in the context of 

addressing the needs of ELL students. In my study, I followed those authors in using the 

term to denote the mode of control exerted by the dominant group over the subordinate 

groups particularly through the control of education and the media (Gramsci, 1982; 

Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounari, 2003). It is a form of power relationship that is exercised 

and achieved through consent and persuasion, rather than the use of overt external force. 

It also produces a total system of control in which the subordinate groups come to view it 

as natural, just and legitimate. The term, as Gramsci (1982) and Macedo, Dendrinos & 

Gounari (2003) have intended it, not merely applies to the power effects of the ruling 

class, but also includes its ability involved in maintaining and reproducing its power 

among those who are ruled by encouraging their support (Gramsci, 1982; Iseri, 2007; 

Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounari, 2003; Smith, 2010). 

Cultural capital. The term ‘cultural capital’ was developed by the French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to address the problematic that economic obstacles alone 
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cannot sufficiently explain the achievement gaps among different social classes 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). According to Bourdieu (1994), cultural capital can be 

understood as the cultural habits and dispositions (such as the possession of certain 

linguistic skills or know-how) that comprise a resource of power and allow individuals to 

appropriate and monopolize it to their advantage. As a form of power that can be 

transmitted from one generation to another and under appropriate conditions, cultural 

capital can be used to create opportunities for exclusive advantage (Bourdieu, 1994). I 

will address more extensively in Chapter two how I incorporated Bourdieu’s cultural 

capital as part of the theoretical framework that guides my methodology. 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a 

methodological framework that allows its practitioners to combine textual and interactive 

elements to explore “how discourse figures in relation to other social elements in 

processes of social or institutional change” (Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003, p. 

5). As a research method, CDA emphasizes the practitioner’s self-reflection and seeks to 

uncover the power relations functioning within different discursive formations by 

facilitating the questioning of the basic assumptions of research methods. More about 

CDA will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Two 

Theoretical Framework 

 As discussed earlier, the critical challenges ELL students face in mainstream 

classrooms have their roots in the relationship between language and power. To facilitate 

investigating the power effects of English on ELL students, Bourdieu’s critical analysis of 

language and power has attracted many critically minded educators who specialize in the 

area of ELL education (Canagarajah, 2004; Carlo, 2004; Fairbanks and Ariail, 2006; 

Handsfield, 2006; Jiménez, Smith and Martínez-León, 2003; Lenski, 2006; Marsh, 2006). 

Bourdieu’s work has informed their discourses and practices about ELL students and 

shaped their understandings of the relationship between language and power 

(Canagarajah, 2004; Carlo, 2004; Fairbanks and Ariail, 2006; Handsfield, 2006; Jiménez, 

Smith and Martínez-León, 2003; Lenski, 2006; Marsh, 2006). As I will illustrate in the 

coming discussion, his theory provides a useful lens through which one might address the 

hegemony of English that faces ELL students in mainstream classrooms and can be used 

to help explore how dialogic pedagogy theorizes the needs of ELL.  

Bourdieu on Language as a Form of Capital 

Bourdieu is a French sociologist, anthropologist and philosopher known for his 

analysis of power relations in everyday life (Bourdieu, 1979, Bourdieu, 1994). Much of 

his view on language and its role in mediating power and privilege evolves from his 

critique of Marxist theories of the role of economic capital in social positioning 

(Bourdieu, 1979). Bourdieu views language as a form of capital which cannot be reduced 

to economic capital but can be translated into material rewards. By expanding the notion 
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of capital to include language as a form of cultural components that contribute to the 

perpetuation of social stratification and class distinctions, Bourdieu’s work can be used to 

better address social and educational inequalities (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992).  

To address the role of language in mediating educational outcomes, Bourdieu 

develops a theoretical framework that includes concepts such as ‘cultural capital’, 

‘symbolic power’, ‘symbolic violence’, ‘habitus’, and ‘field’ to delineate the ways 

language as a social practice channels power and privileges in education and beyond 

(Handsfield, 2006;Weininger & Lareau, 2003). These interwoven concepts are 

instrumental to my study in understanding how the English language as a source of power 

is subject to manipulation and domination and how ELL students’ lack of previous 

contact to English becomes a structural constraint to their opportunities for success 

(Handsfield, 2006;Weininger & Lareau, 2003). In this section, I will take up a discussion 

of those key elements of Bourdieu’s thinking and writing, and will relate their usefulness 

to the study at hand. 

 Cultural Capital. A key concept that Bourdieu utilized to analyze power in 

education is language as a form of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1979, Bourdieu, 1994)). In 

accord with Marx, Bourdieu defined capital as the resource, the command of which 

enables one to maintain a position in the status hierarchy of society (Bourdieu, 1979; 

Bourdieu, 1986).  “Capital” in this sense is capable of ordering the relation between 

people in any given part of social space (Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1986).  

 By identifying language as a form of capital, Bourdieu broke with the Marxist 
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tradition that views capital as modeled on material phenomena. While accepting that 

“economic capital” is the dominant principle of domination in a capitalist society, 

Bourdieu maintained that the efficacy of economic capital as a principle of domination 

can be challenged by fractions of the dominant class (e.g. professionals, academics, 

artists, etc.) (Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1994). From this perspective, someone can be 

relatively poor in economic capital but rich in cultural or other forms of capital.  By 

virtue of his social role, he then can strive to promote his own specific form of capital as 

a rival principle of domination (Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1994). Based on such 

examples, Bourdieu contended that the concept of economic capital alone cannot explain 

the dynamics of power relations in social arenas and the resulted social inequalities 

(Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1994). In order to explain social inequalities more effectively 

than what he believed Marx’s concept of economic capital can provide, he expanded 

Marx’s concept of capital to include both material and non-material phenomena 

(Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1994) and argued that the acquisition of these various 

material and non-material forms of capitals gives access to power and ultimately to 

material wealth (Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu, 1986).  

 For Bourdieu, to justify the concept of forms of “non-economic” capital is to 

establish that they can be ultimately converted into economic capital (Bourdieu, 1979; 

Bourdieu, 1994). Depending on the field in which a form of capital functions, and on the 

precondition for its efficacy in the field in question, Bourdieu identified four fundamental 

forms of capital: as economic capital, which is what can be directly and immediately 

convertible into money and wealth and institutionalized in the forms of property rights; as 
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social capitals, as a form of resources, which is based on relationships, networks of 

influence and support; as cultural capital, which is a form of resources in the form of 

cultural products that are embedded in the human mind and body; as symbolic capital, 

which is what is available to individuals on the basis of mutual recognition, and functions 

as an authoritative embodiment of social value (Bourdieu, 1979).  

 Among different forms of capital, Bourdieu has identified language as a form of 

cultural capital. Given the importance of the role of the relationships of language and 

power in my study, it is given extended attention in this section as follows.  

 Bourdieu introduced cultural capital, among other forms of non-material capital, in 

order to explain that “[e]conomic obstacles are not sufficient to explain” disparities in the 

educational attainment of children from different social classes (Bourdieu & Passeron 

1979, p. 8). Bourdieu defined cultural capital as “the sum of the resources, actual or 

virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network 

of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). From this perspective, cultural capital can also be 

understood as an “embodied” form of capital. Its examples include “competence” or skill 

that cannot be separated from its “bearer” (that is, the person who “holds” it) (Bourdieu, 

1979; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). As a form of human labor, the acquisition of cultural 

capital necessarily presupposes the investment of time devoted to learning and/or training 

and is closely related to social origin (Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

 Cultural capital is a crucial source of power that reproduces and reinforces 

domination and privileges. The struggle for domination over cultural capital is not 



 28 

dissimilar to the struggles over landed property, industrial capital or finance capital. For 

example, in Language and Symbolic Power, (1994), Bourdieu elaborated the role of 

language as a form of cultural capital in perpetuating social class privileges and class 

distinctions through mediating educational outcomes. Possession of the capacity to define 

what is academic success by the dominant classes whose control of linguistic capital 

allows them to be in a position to monopolize the interpretation of academic standards 

and success. In the U.S. educational system, access to linguistic competency in English 

can be translated into access to the discursive practices of school curricula. For ELL 

students who enter mainstream, content area classrooms with limited competency in 

English, access to the content of school curricula could be more difficult. 

 In societies characterized by a differentiated social structure and a system of formal 

education, linguistic competency is closely associated with academic success and 

material reward (Bourdieu, 1994, p.37-38; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). Bourdieu stated:   

Since mastery of the legitimate language many be acquired through familiarization 

that is, by more or less prolonged exposure to the legitimate language, or through 

the deliberate inculcation of explicit rules, the major classes of modes of expression 

correspond to classes of mode of acquisition, that is, to different forms of the 

combination between the two principal factors of production of the legitimate 

competence, namely, the family and the educational system (Bourdieu, 1994, pp. 

61-62). 

By privileging a language controlled by the dominant group, schools perpetuate a social 

structure that maintains power over ELL students who hold the least of linguistic 
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competency in English (Handsfield, 2006; Weininger, 2005). Language hence plays an 

important role in maintaining and perpetuating class distinctions. In the U.S. a middle 

class student who is born into English speaking parents and has been exposed to English 

since the early years of his or her life, is more likely to gain a competence in the language 

and becomes academically and economically successfully (Handsfield, 2006; Weininger, 

2005). Since the competency to use English is highly valued in schools and other 

institutional settings, it becomes an embodied form of capital that allows access to power 

and privileges. In contrast, the lack of exposure to English may put ELL students at a 

disadvantage and limit their access to the content or knowledge of school curricula that 

requires the competency in English.  

Language, Symbolic Power, Dialogue and Symbolic Violence  

Given the role of language in mediating power and shaping educational outcomes, 

language is more than simply a means of communication/dialogue (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992). As Bourdieu has argued, language background is a form of power that 

can be converted to material reward. Since access to legitimate languages is not always 

equal, linguistic competence is often monopolized by some (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992).  

Symbolic power. Classroom interaction relies heavily on the possession of 

linguistic competency and invokes relations of symbolic power in which the power 

relations between speakers are actualized (Bourdieu, 1994). Understood as the power to 

enhance social distinction and perpetuate status in social hierarchy, Bourdieu employed 

‘symbolic power’ to addresses the relations between language, stratification, and power 
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(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 1994). He contended that the struggle for 

power or social distinction is a fundamental dimension of all social life. In such struggle, 

individuals and groups are compelled to appropriate cultural resources such as linguistic 

capital in competitive and self-perpetuating hierarchies of domination (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 1994).  

Symbolic power of language is particularly manifested in classroom interactions 

in which discussion is employed as the primary mode of classroom instruction (Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 1994). Within the social studies classrooms, for example, 

legitimate participation is acquired and achieved through a competence in the classroom 

dialogic interactions (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Students must be 

able to display a discursive competence that incorporates a linguistic competence, if they 

are to be seen as competent learners. Discussions in mainstream, content area classrooms 

are particularly imbued with cultural and linguistic components that facilitate or inhibit 

access to the content of the discussions (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

The lack of access to English in their family milieu often places ELL students at a 

disadvantage in dialogic interaction and affects their prospect of academic success. 

 The symbolic power of language, as a form of domination is also part of the 

symbolic process of cultural and social reproduction (Handsfield, 2006; Weininger, 2005). 

By privileging English as a primary medium of classroom instruction and assessment, 

therefore as the dominant capital for academic success, schools reproduce power relations 

that place ELL students at a great disadvantage (Handsfield, 2006; Weininger, 2005). 

Through the normalcy of schools, the symbolic power of English is concealed and 
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rendered as legitimate and natural. Such form of power imbalance inherent in the school 

structure is what Bourdieu called symbolic violence, as it is not always recognized and 

mostly unnoticed as violence by the dominated social agents (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992). Misrecognition of social space characterized by asymmetrical power 

relations is integral to symbolic violence (Collins and Makowsy, 1993, p. 259). Symbolic 

violence is fundamentally acted on the thought and perception of dominated social agents 

who perceive the existing social order as just (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992). As such, symbolic violence is even more powerful than physical violence since it 

is embedded in everyday life and escapes the conscious scrutiny of social agents. As an 

example, the use of English is accepted as the norm and established as a learning 

expectation through the incorporation of English in school curricula and standardized 

tests. ELL students are especially vulnerable to symbolic violence as they tend to 

internalize the social values and standard embedded in English, and judge themselves in 

its image (Bleakly, 2007; Canagarajah, 2000; Canagarajah, 2004; Pappamihiel, 2002).  

To understand symbolic power and symbolic violence that the policy of language 

use in classrooms exercises over language minorities, Bourdieu urged to take into account 

“the totality of the structure of the power positions that is present, yet invisible”, in 

dialogic exchange (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 146). To this end, Bourdieu argued 

that language must be understood as the linguistic component of a universe of practices 

that include ‘fields’ and ‘everyday habitus’. According to Bourdieu, ‘field’ and ‘habitus’ 

are two interdependent causal series underlying the use of language as a social practice 

(Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). First, people with certain socially 
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constructed dispositions of linguistic and cultural ‘habitus’ enter a specific ‘field’ which 

operates as a system of sanctions and censorship; and secondly, the ‘field’ frames sites of 

struggle through which individuals and institutions seek to maintain or challenge the 

existing distribution of cultural capitals such as language (Bourdieu, 1994, p.37-38; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). In what follows, I will discuss each term in turn.  

Field. Bourdieu developed the concept of field as a network of positions defined 

by a particular distribution of capital (as in education, politics, economy and the arts) 

endowing that field with its own specific rules and schemes of domination (Bourdieu, 

1990, 1994; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Handsfield, 2006; Wacquant, 1998).  

Understood as such, a field is a social arena of struggle over the appropriation of 

certain forms of capital and is where social practice takes place. Fields are organized both 

vertically and horizontally. Vertically fields are partially analogous to classes, being 

dominated and controlled by the dominant classes of a society. Horizontally, although 

each field has its own logic, different fields are interrelated. The field of power exists 

'horizontally' through all of the fields. In Bourdieu's schema, this means that cultural 

capital interacts with economic and other forms of capital, and domination of capital in 

one field can be converted to another field (Bourdieu, 1994).  

Closely associated with capital, fields can be characterized as area of struggle 

through which individuals and social institutions fight over the preservation or 

overturning the existing distribution of capital (Wacqaint, 2008). Individuals entering a 

field such as education or practices of law must acquire a minimum of cultural capital 

such as linguistic competency in the relevant language and must abide by the rules and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Appropriation
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regulations of the field in question. In addition, individuals in a field may try to challenge 

the hierarchy by accumulation of capital through their practices in the field (Wacquant, 

2008). 

Habitus. Bourdieu defines “habitus” as a system of social dispositions that are 

rooted in one’s life history (Bourdieu, 1994; Handsfield, 2006). Such dispositions are 

socially inculcated in response to the social conditions in which people are embedded, are 

structured, linked to, and reflect the social conditions that they learn. Such dispositions 

are transposable, capable of generating a multiplicity of social practices beyond the field 

that they are originally acquired (Bourdieu, 1994; Handsfield, 2006). Understood as such, 

habitus is socially and historically grounded, informing individuals’ daily behavior while 

reproducing and reinforcing the social structure in which it is situated (Handsfield, 2006).  

 Habitus is important to Bourdieu’s concept of language as a form of cultural capital, 

as Bourdieu viewed much of cultural capital as derived from an individual’s habitus. 

Defined as the structure and force that predisposes an individual to think and act in 

certain way, habitus is developed not only in the family of individuals but also 

reproduced in their daily interaction with others in broader social contexts. From this 

perspective, linguistic habitus must comprise individuals’ cultural and family 

backgrounds. Students’ family milieu and cultural practices need to be considered when 

we theorize the needs of ELL students.  

 From this perspective, habitus is a form of power that enables and constrains at the 

same time the choices and decisions ELL students make in their daily lives as they 

navigate their ways through the school system. Bourdieu emphasized that habitus, in 
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addition to being a structured structure, is also a “structuring structure, which organizes 

practices and the perception of practices (Bourdieu, 1979, pp. 171-172). This means that 

the rules and regulations underlying a social field can be manipulated within certain 

limits and an individual’s habitus allows him to interact with the field in ways to 

manipulate the practical logic of social practice in the field within certain constraint 

(Bourdieu, 1994, p.71). Although his concept of habitus has been criticized as overly 

deterministic (Pennycook, 2001; Schirato & Webb, 2003), Bourdieu insisted that “habitus 

is creative, inventive, but within the limits of its structures, which are the embodied 

sedimentation of the social structures which produced it” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 

p. 19).   

 While insisting that individual habitus is not completely determined by one’s 

position in the social space that one inhabits, Bourdieu emphasized that individual 

habitus is not free from social constraints. Bourdieu acknowledged that “the capacity to 

manipulate is greater the more capital one possesses” (p. 71).  This carries strong 

implications for issues of power and equity for ELL students when one takes into the 

consideration that the processes through which classroom procedures or discussions are 

able to value one language and devalue others might put language minorities at a great 

disadvantage (Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

Field, Habitus and Capital 

Bourdieu viewed ‘field’, ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’ are closely related. While fields 

are constitutive of the people who participate in them, it is individuals who imbue 

meaning into a given field by incorporating their know-how of the field into their habitus. 
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As a social field, schools have its own rule of domination that favors and privileges 

certain forms of cultural capital. Nevertheless we should bear in mind that while school 

culture and classroom structure shape and inform the educational choices of ELL students, 

it is the understanding individuals enact and the action they undertake within the school 

system that contribute to the production and reproduction of the power structure that 

shapes individual students’ schooling experience. Hence it is important to take into 

consideration ELL students’ potential to transform the existing social structure through 

challenging the hegemony of English when we theorize the needs of ELL students. 

 By invoking the distinction of habitus (the mental structure through which people 

deal with the social world) and field (a network of social relations among the objective 

positions within it), Bourdieu warned against overstressing the oppressive aspect of 

power, which he argued would risk of the obliteration of agency and the possibility of 

political intervention from the discourse of power (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 

Wacquant, 1998). Bourdieu explicitly described the fundamental purpose of his concepts 

as that of “escaping both the objectivism of action understood as a mechanical reaction 

‘without an agent’ and the subjectivism which portrays action as the deliberate pursuit of 

a conscious intention” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p. 121). Bourdieu insisted that any 

inquiry into social production and symbolic interaction must be composed of both of its 

objective and subjective moments. Instead of merely focusing on the institutional role of 

linguistic capital in classroom discussions or dialogue and its potential tendency to 

reproduce social structure of a field, one must also examine the ‘singularity’ of ELL 

students’ experiences, and how they bring ‘the diversity of their instruments of symbolic 
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appropriation’ to the socially characterized relation as inherent in classroom interactions 

(Bourdieu, 1994, p. 39). 

Bourdieu’s theory enables us to make sense of the agency of individuals and 

allow room for political intervention and change while recognizing that individuals’ 

trajectories are shaped by social structures which individuals are complicit of reproducing 

and reinforcing (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu, 1994; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 

Handsfield, 2006; Wacquant, 1998; Weininger, 2005). By refusing to succumb to the 

pitfalls of subjectivism and objectivism, Bourdieu provides a perspective of social 

practice that defies a deterministic view of social practice. Social actions are neither a 

mechanical reaction ‘without an agent’ nor a deliberate pursuit without being socially 

constrained. This perspective reminds me that while looking at the institutional 

constraints and barriers that limit the choices and actions of ELL students within school 

structures, I must respect that they are social agents who are capable of appropriating and 

reinventing social resources to their advantage, however marginal their actions are.  

Synthesis and Reflection 

 Bourdieu’s analysis of the symbolic power of language delineates the role 

language as form of capital play in the reproduction and perpetuation of power and finds 

its echo in the US system (Handsfield, 2006, Weininger & Lareau, 2003). By Bourdieu’s 

account, schools as social institutions are the site of struggles in which individuals or 

groups who hold more of cultural capital tend to monopolize discourses to their 

advantage, conscious or not. Language/discourse is an interwoven fabric of spoken, 

written and symbolic texts of institutional bureaucracies (e.g., policies, curriculum, and 



 37 

classroom protocols) that reflect and channel cultural capital specific to certain groups 

(Bourdieu, 1994, Handsfield, 2006, Weininger & Lareau, 2003). Within these institutions, 

human subjects are defined and constructed both in generic categories (e.g., as “children” 

and “teachers”) and in more specialized and purposive categories (e.g., as “professionals”, 

“ELLs”, “linguistic deficit”). These discourse constructions serve both as institutionalized 

mechanism of power, implemented and enforced by official authorities, and as 

perpetuated in the socially constructed disposition of linguistic habitus that shapes self-

discipline and identity of human subjects (Bourdieu, 1994, Handsfield, 2006, Weininger 

& Lareau, 2003).  

 Bourdieu’s concept of language as a form of cultural capital is particularly relevant 

to my study. It illuminates how power is produced in education as a field where the 

hegemony of English is upheld through classroom instructions and school practices. 

Through NCLB (2010)’s emphasis on standardized tests, English is positioned as the 

legitimate language through which academic success, and by association, economic 

success is defined or achieved. However, English, as a necessary linguistic capital, is also 

a tool of social reproduction. School curricula and practices tend to be structured around 

the hegemony of English and make few, if any, direct references to ELL students’ 

heritage languages and cultures (Abedi, 2004; Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, 

Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Pappamihiel, 2002; Roseberry-McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 

2005). As such, the hegemony of English can enable and constrain ELL students through 

classroom instruction. This is especially self evident in mainstream classrooms in which 

dialogue is used as the primary mode of classroom instructions where linguistic 
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competency in English is required to meaningfully participate in the process. As a 

pedagogy that is rooted in the political tradition of participatory democracy, that commits 

itself to equity and justice, dialogic pedagogy cannot afford to ignore the institutional 

enabling and constraining forces built on the cultural capital of English that shape ELL 

students’ school experience and learning outcomes.   

Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu  

Bourdieu’s theory has not been accepted without meeting criticisms. To subject 

Bourdieu’s theory to critical appraisal, it is useful to consider a critique of Bourdieu by 

one of Bourdieu’s contemporaries, Jacques Rancière. Rancière is a French philosopher. 

He is known for his early collaboration with Louis Althusser and his revisionism of 

Marxism (Hemel, 2008; Pelletier, 2008). He has devoted his writing to the practice of an 

emancipatory politics. Instead of ascribing cultural deficiency to the historically 

marginalized, he is committed to the concept of equality that seeks to empower them by 

giving them the presumption of intelligence (Lewis, 2009; Pelletier, 2008). One of 

Rancière’s arguments with Bourdieu is that Bourdieu’s theory reinforces inequality by 

assuming that individuals can understand themselves only if with the help of the 

intellectual elites. Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu warns us against the repressive 

potential of any putatively progressive theory. I will explain his critique of Bourdieu 

more in depth in the following.  

 Like Bourdieu, Rancière offered in his writings a form of emancipatory pedagogy 

that affirms the subjectivity of social agents instead of postmodern critique (Hemel, 2008, 

p. 16; Pelletier, 2008; Ranciere, 1983/2004). They, however, differ on how emancipation 

http://i128.photobucket.com/albums/p193/Ranciere/althusser_153629.jpg
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should be conceptualized. In his critique of Bourdieu’s theory, Ranciere argued that rather 

than closing the economic or educational gap between the privileged and the poor as 

Bourdieu has claimed, Bourdieu’s theory of social practice reproduces the social 

categories that are part of the oppressive machine. Ranciere maintained that by focusing 

on the economic, cultural, social and symbolic forms of capital that sustains class 

distinctions, Bourdieu theory reinforces the very logic of the power relations of 

production and reproduces the status quo (Hemel, 2008; Pelletier, 2008; Ranciere, 

1983/2004).  

 Rancière’s argument with Bourdieu hinges on Bourdieu’s discourse of 

misrecognition, and Bourdieu’s definition of sociology as a science of the hidden. In 

explaining educational exclusion and differential outcomes, Bourdieu argued that schools 

exclude by forcing students who are excluded to believe and thereby ‘misrecognize’ that 

the educational system treats everyone as equal. According to Rancière, this line of 

Bourdieu’s discourse presumes that those who are marginalized in the education system 

are so because they are fooled or disillusioned and educators or the intellectual elites 

control the knowledge to penetrate social illusions (Hemel, 2008; Pelletier, 2008; 

Ranciere, 1983/2004).  

 Thus understood, Ranciere argued, Bourdieu conceptualization of emancipation is 

rooted in a specialized form of knowledge that only the intellectual elites can have access 

to (Hemel, 2008; Pelletier, 2008; Ranciere, 1983/2004). From this perspective, the role of 

the intellectual is to expose a layer of meaning that is hidden and misrecognised by 

agents. Rancière contended that this discourse of misrecognition reaffirms the distance 
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between the dominant group and the oppressed. It ascribes cultural deficiency to those 

who are marginalized such as ELL students and fixes them in their already marginalized 

sociological location (Hemel, 2008; Pelletier, 2008; Ranciere, 1983/2004).  

 According to Rancière, rather than challenging this “misrecognition”, Bourdieu 

effectively reproduces and reinforces the ‘language’ used by the oppressive regime and 

the social hierarchy embedded within it. Rancière argued that in Bourdieu’s critique of 

cultural hierarchies, Bourdieu continues to distinguish between the privileged from those 

who are not. Rancière maintained that Bourdieu’s theory reproduces the same logic of 

inequality that has been appropriated by many oppressive agenda in the name of social 

progress or reform. As Rancière viewed it, the fact that Bourdieu speaks from a superior 

moral stance when delivering his theory as a sociologist, and yet camouflages in the 

disguise of scientific inquiry, adds to “the simple violence of the relations of power” 

(Rancière, 1983/2004, p. 177). For it is precisely by denouncing the existing educational 

institution as an ideological illusion, and by assuming a purer, reflective form than the 

perceived status quo for his own theory that Bourdieu, the sociologist, assigns himself the 

task of speaking for those ‘down and poor’ “whose presumed ignorance grants [him his] 

domain” (Ross, 1991, p. xviii). 

 Ranciere’s critique of Bourdieu is ultimately hinged on Ranciere’s epistemology 

that social theories should not be checked against a presumed given, empirical reality, but 

on the basis of what a theory brings to presence, defined as the ideological effects of a 

theory potentially have on the subject of its theorization (Rancière, 1983/2004; Pelletier, 

2008). Rancière’s specific methodological approach is to treat social sciences texts in a 
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similar way to performance arts. It involves asking, of any theory discourse: what 

performative effects does it have on the subject (Pelletier, 2008, p.5)? Such 

methodological approach allows Rancière to question a theory or discourse on the basis 

of the ideological effects it has. By saying what he is saying, an educator helps enact 

reality into or out of being, making things more or less real. Rancière’s argument with 

Bourdieu’s theory is precisely with the way in which it makes an oppressive reality more 

real by reinforcing the power relations of production within a society.  

 Rancière’s approach to the truth claim of a theory is valuable when we address the 

need of ELL students. Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu cautions me against the repressive 

potential that a theory might generate despite its alleged intention to address inequality. 

For example, by signaling the message that students who are being caught in oppressive 

conditions may not be capable to know the reality and have to wait for an intellectual 

elite to teach them what he ‘knows’, By doing so, Bourdieu unwittingly denies students 

the power of self knowledge, and with that, the possibility of social transformation that 

conditions on the critical awareness of individuals (Rancière, 1983/2004; Pelletier, 2008). 

Rather than empowering ELL students, Bourdieu’s focus on the role of linguistic capital 

in reproducing class distinctions risks of reaffirming the distance between the dominant 

group and the underprivileged and in doing so helps camouflage social inequalities.  

An appraisal of Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu 

 While Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu is well taken, equally dangerous is his 

conflation of the ontological difference between, say, neoliberalists’ intentional 

manipulation of educational resources to privilege the wealthy and powerful, and 
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Bourdieu’s critique of the role of education in perpetuating social inequality that Rancière 

argued Bourdieu’s theory entails. While both acts might be phenomenologically 

indiscernible in terms of the efficacy of the performative effect resulting from their 

respective acts, it would be intellectually and socially irresponsible to equate the two 

positions by arguing that both reproduce the logic of oppression on the basis that both 

positions start with the premise of social inequality. To deny the potential difference 

between the two political acts is to deny the very idea of political and pedagogical 

intervention. 

 What Rancière raises is the normalizing and repressive potential that is inherent in 

any attempt of emancipatory pedagogy to speak against inequality by offering (its own) 

knowledge as its remedy.  Hence the real object of Rancière’s critique of Bourdieu is the 

“science of the hidden” that belies the force of the relation of production, the division of 

power that grants Bourdieu’s theory its pedagogical authority and its alleged status of 

scientific truth in the first place (Rancière, 1983/2004; Pelletier, 2008). The problematic 

that Rancière introduces here is a perennial struggle of human endeavor: how do we as 

educators or social theorists transform the implicit, accumulated knowledge of inherited 

culture (our accumulated knowledge of ‘the reality’) into elements of emancipatory or 

libertarian pedagogy? The danger that Rancière warns us against is a danger that is 

inherent in any reform act in the name of emancipatory/libertarian pedagogy that are 

always caught up in the relations of power – both of its enabling and constraining forces.  

 It is justifiable to assume that Bourdieu is aware of the danger of the normalizing 

effects of the discourses of social theories including his own when he insists on the 
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importance of reflective sociology in which a sociologist is engaged in sustained 

engagement with ideas and social issues with conscious attention to the effects of her 

own position within a field, his set of internalized structures and ideological beliefs, and 

how they might have permeated his practices. Bourdieu particularly insisted that there is 

a need for a sociologist to continually turn the instruments of social science back upon 

itself, and employ reflexivity as an indispensable component of the research method. A 

sociologist must be cognizant of his own stakes and interests in the academic field and 

aim at exposing the socially conditioned unthought structures that underlay not only the 

formulation of theories but also perceptions of the social world (Wacquant, 2006). 

 Even if thus conceded to Bourdieu, Rancière’s point is worth taken: the repressive 

potential of any pedagogical reform or intervention is a human peril that should not be 

taken lightly. As Lewis (2009) accentuated, in his reference to Rancière, genuine 

democratic reform is essentially a social “act” that aims at “symbolic redistribution” of 

“the material relations of production” within the educational system and helps “create 

new communities of possibility that will expand who participates in utopian thinking and 

planning” (Lewis, 2009, p. 297). For Rancière, this entails a new pedagogical approach 

that “challenges the authority of the teacher as someone who knows” (Lewis, 2009, p. 

296) and taps into the potential of students. Student voice must be included to counter 

teachers’ repressive potential of their position. But one can argue, via the application of 

Rancière’s own argument, that denouncing teacher authority is already a 

“misrecognition” itself that risks escaping the instantiation of the self critique of 

emancipatory pedagogy. As Bourdieu would have agreed, we as social actors not only 
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exercise power, but also are the target for the exercise of power, perpetually implicated in 

power relations. Hence any proposed pedagogical reform, no matter how ‘sincere’ it is, 

carries with it the repressive potential and needs to subject to vigilant watch.   

 By examining the performative effects of a theory or discourse, Rancière’s critique 

of Bourdieu serves as a valuable reminder for the repressive potential of any self-

proclaimed democratic discourses. With this in mind, it remains that Bourdieu’s theory of 

the symbolic power of language provides a useful theoretical framework to guide my 

research. Bourdieu directs our attention to the role of language in mediating power and 

privileges and, in particular, ‘relations of symbolic power’ in classroom discussions or 

dialogue in which the power relations between speakers are actualized. Via Rancière’s 

critique of Bourdieu, we nevertheless should keep in mind that the relationship of 

language and power is a two-way relationship. As much as language plays an important 

role in reproducing the production of power relations, it can also provide opportunities 

for individuals to appropriate or reinvent social resources to transform the oppressive 

conditions inherent in social realty.  

Hence Bourdieu’s theory of the symbolic power of language is used in this study 

as a theoretical lens through which to pursue my overarching research question: How 

does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the relationships between language, power and 

the needs of ELL students in mainstream, content-area classrooms?     

This question can be further expanded as follows, and will guide the identification 

and collection of data: 

a. How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the particular issues that ELL 



 45 

students face in mainstream, content-area classrooms?  

b. How does dialogic pedagogy account for the needs of ELL students when 

theorizing about the relationships of language and power?  

c. How might taking into account the particular issues facing ELL students in the 

dialogic process help to inform a new understanding of dialogic pedagogy and 

perhaps a new practice of democratic pedagogy?  

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital is useful in examining the critical 

challenges facing ELL students in the mainstream classroom that I identified in my 

literature review and will be discussed in Chapter Three. The cultural specificity of 

school curricula that alienates ELL students from learning, and educational practices that 

suppressed ELL students’ heritage languages and identities all point to the hegemony of 

English as a cultural capital. The dominant role of English as implicated in the complex 

patterns of social stratification in the United States is consistent in its particular mix of 

cultural capital and economic capital. Schools have become the very instruments that 

help to perpetuate social inequality by favoring the literacy skills and competence that 

channel and legitimate the values of the dominant classes who are endowed heavily with 

such capital. Bourdieu’s theory helps explain the interrelatedness of the issues facing ELL 

students and allows me to link the microanalysis of the role of language in mainstream 

classrooms to the macroanalysis of power and social inequality (Bourdieu, 1994).  
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Chapter Three  

Review of Literature  

       As a pedagogic approach, dialogic pedagogy positions itself as aiming to empower 

students and providing equal access for all. Given its democratic and progressive rhetoric, 

examining the praxis of dialogic pedagogy and how it theorizes about the needs of 

English Language Learners in mainstream classrooms becomes particularly important 

when we consider the hegemonic role English plays in classrooms across the United 

States. However, to better understand the wider context in which this study about dialogic 

pedagogy is situated, it is important to understand the needs of English Language 

Learners. The purpose of this review of literature is to examine research on the specific 

learning needs and strengths that ELL students bring to the classroom.  

       In this chapter, I discuss the issues facing ELL students in mainstream classrooms 

that one might expect dialogic pedagogy to address. I provide an overview of the major 

social trends, educational practices and policies relating to ELL education in the U.S. 

history leading to the legislation of No Child Left Behind Act (2001). I discuss the 

impacts of NCLB for ELL students through its primarily focusing on English proficiency 

of ELL students and resulting in the mainstreaming of ELL students by schools 

nationwide (Ahmad, 2006; Crawford, 2004; Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003; Roseberry 

McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Spaulding, Carolino, & Amen, 2004). I discuss the 

implications and impacts of mainstreaming for ELL students. Finally, I identify and 

outline critical challenges confronting ELL students in mainstream classrooms where the 

relationships between language and power come to the fore. In particular, I will highlight 
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how the persistent practice of employing English as the official language in public 

education does so at the expense of linguistic and cultural diversification, and above all, 

academic achievement of ELL students. 

Overview of ELL Education  

      Since pre-colonial days, political battles have been fought to ensure the use of English 

as the language of the land (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009). In order to 

ensure the linguistic and cultural control of any newly added territory, the early US 

government adopted strategies to defer the approval of statehood of a territory until the 

English-speaking settlers became the majority of the new territory (Crawford, 1998; 

McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009; Stein, 2008). In the1800s, English nativism intensified and 

culminated in the Nationality Act of 1906 in which Texas designated English as the only 

language to be taught in schools (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009). In 1917, 

Congress cemented the status of English as the de facto official language by passing the 

Burnett Act, which required all new immigrants to pass a literacy test in English (Nieto, 

2009; Schmid, 2001; Wiley, 2002). 

       Simultaneously, racial and ethnic diversification increased due to the demand of 

immigrant industrial labor (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009). As English 

established its hegemonic presence in public education, the hostile climate against other 

languages increased. The instituting of English as the language of classroom instruction 

without at the same time providing auxiliary support for English Language Learners 

resulted in the lack of access to a meaningful education for ELL students and blocked 

their upward mobility (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009).   
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However, the specific strengths and needs of English Language Learners in public 

education did not become a focus of public campaign until the Civil Rights movement 

and groups such as the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund (MALDEF) fought to 

gain the recognition for the fundamental language and cultural differences between the 

non-English speaking minorities and the English-speaking mainstream (Del Valle, 2003; 

Nieto, 2009; Tollefson, 2002; Urban & Wagoner, 2003). In response to the mounting 

public outcry for a meaningful education for ELL students, Congress passed the Bilingual 

Education Act of 1968, also known as Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (Crawford, 1998; Nieto, 2009). The act marked the first federal 

recognition ELL students have special educational needs. It offered few guidelines for the 

instruction of ELL students. Nevertheless, it encouraged instruction in a language other 

than English as well as cultural awareness by providing funds in the form of competitive 

grants directly to school districts that developed programs designed to address the need of 

ELL students (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009; Tollefson, 1991; Urban & 

Wagoner, 2003).  

       The 1974 Lau v. Nichols (414 U.S. 5637) Supreme Court case was also instrumental 

in securing more equitable educational opportunities for ELL students. The guidelines of 

the 1968 Bilingual Education Act were not specific and participation was voluntary 

(Ovando & Collier, 1998). This prompted civil rights litigation claiming that equal 

opportunities were being denied ELL students. Congress amended the Bilingual 

Education Act of 1968 to clarify the intent and design of programs for ELL students. The 

case involved a class action suit representing 1,800 Chinese students who alleged 
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discrimination on the grounds that they could not achieve academically because they did 

not understand the instruction of their English-speaking teachers (Lau v. Nichols, 1974; 

Hakuta, 1986; Lyons, 1990; Ovando & Collier, 1998). The U.S. Supreme Court ruled 

unanimously that equal education was being denied to ELL students. In his opinion, 

Justice William O. Douglas stated that “there is no equality of treatment merely by 

providing students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and curriculum; for 

students who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any meaningful 

education” (Lau v. Nichols, 1974, See Crawford, 1987, p.24). The Lau Decision marked 

the Court’s recognition that equal treatment of English-speaking and non-English-

speaking students did not constitute equal educational opportunity (Hakuta, 1986; Lyons, 

1990; Nieto, 2009; Ovando & Collier, 1998). The Lau verdict and the following Lau 

Remedies of 1975 upheld the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 and eventually led to the 

institutionalization of ELL programs.  Schools were required to reverse their “sink-or-

swim” practices pertaining to ELL students and provide some kind of “meaningful 

instruction” to address their needs (Nieto, 2009, p. 63).  

Since then a broad range of ELL programs with diverse philosophical 

underpinnings and teaching strategies, from “assimilation as quickly as possible” 

(‘immersion programs’) to “separatism without discrimination” (‘transitional or 

developmental bilingual programs’) have been introduced to satisfy the spirit of the law 

(Ovando, 2003, p.9, see also Hakuta, 1986; Lyons, 1990; Nieto, 2009; Ovando & Collier, 

1998). In general, ELL programs can be classified as follows:  

1) ‘Structured immersion programs’: There is no use of the native language in 
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these programs, but students are provided specialized ESL instruction tailored to 

levels of English proficiency (Nieto, 1998; Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003).  

2) ‘Partial immersion programs’: These programs provide ESL instruction, and 

allow a small amount of time to be set aside for instruction in the native language, 

but the goal is to move ELL students into the mainstream classroom in a speedy 

manner (Nieto, 1998; Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003).  

3) ‘Transitional bilingual programs’: These programs provide extensive instruction 

in the native language as well as in English. Again, the goal is to help ELL 

students exit into a monolingual English program as quickly as possible (Nieto, 

1998; Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003).  

4) ‘Maintenance or developmental bilingual education’: Extensive instruction in 

the native language as well as in English is provided. Unlike in ‘transitional 

bilingual education’, these programs allow students to continue receiving part of 

their instruction in the native language even after they are tested proficient in 

English (Nieto, 1998; Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003).  

5) ‘Two-way immersion programs’: In these programs, the English speaking 

students are placed together with ELL students to learn each other’s language and 

to work academically in both languages. The goal is to have students of both 

language to become and bilingual and biliterate (Nieto, 1998; Ovando, Collier, & 

Combs, 2003). 

 Despite the inconsistency in the implementation of the Lau Remedies, they 

redirected school districts to provide stronger versions of bilingual education by charting 
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suitable pedagogical approaches for ELL students and establishing standards for bilingual 

teachers and professionals (Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003). It required school districts 

to provide evidence that they had effective programs to meet the academic, linguistic, and 

sociocultural needs of ELL students. School districts that failed to comply with the 

guidelines could risk of forfeiting federal funds (Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003). Under the 

Lau Remedies, students were allowed to access academic content through their heritage 

languages while learning the English language in ESL until they could eventually reach a 

level of English proficiency competitive to their peers of the same grade level in 

monolingual English classrooms (Hakuta, 1986; Ovando & Collier, 1998; Ovando, 2003).  

      Despite heightened awareness of the needs of ELL students in the 1970s, ELL 

programs remained controversial.  Despite evidence showing that ELL programs enabled 

students to strengthen literacy skills using their native languages and promoted successful 

transfer of those skills to English, there has been mounting opposition against programs 

allowing use of languages other than English (Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003; Ovando & 

Collier, 1998). The Reagan administration managed to dismantle some of the bilingual 

mandates specified under the Carter administration’s Lau Regulations, though some of 

them were restored later under the Clinton Administration (Ovando, 2003). Throughout 

the 1980s and 1990s, the sentiment of anti-bilingualism expressed by pressure groups 

such as U.S. English and English First continued to gain momentum (Ovando, 2003; 

Montecel & Cortez, 2002; Ovando & Collier, 1998)
7
.  

                                                 

7
 The English Only movement is the organized effort to make English the official language of the 

United States. U.S. English and English First are the two national groups promoting the use of English 
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 In 1996, the House of Representatives approved the designation of English as the 

nation’s official language and banned the use of other languages in government agencies 

and offices. Though the bill did not pass in the Senate, ‘Proposition 227’ that eliminated 

instructions in any language other than English was adopted in California in 1998 

(Crawford, 2004; Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003). Similar propositions that sought to 

institute English as the official language were approved in the year 2000 in Arizona and 

in 2001 in Colorado (Crawford, 2004; Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003). In 2002, the 

sentiment of anti-bilingualism reached its high point with George W. Bush’s No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB) (Nieto, 2009, p.64). Though the law itself did not officially 

outlaw bilingual programs, it imposed a high-stakes standardized testing that promoted 

and encouraged the adoption and implementation of English-only instruction (Crawford, 

2004; Nieto, 2009; Ovando, 2003).  

The Mainstreaming of ELL Students under NCLB 

Meanwhile, the number and the percentage of ELLs in public education have 

continued to increase rapidly. Between 1990 and 2000, the number of U.S. residents born 

outside the United States increased by 30%, from 19.8 million to 25.8 million (Hakuta & 

Beatty, 2000). According to the National Clearinghouse for English Language 

Acquisition, in 2004-2005, the total number of ELLs in the public schools was more than 

                                                                                                                                                 
as the only official language in the United States. Both groups started in the mid-1980s. Dr. John 

Tanton and U.S. Senator S. I. Hayakawa founded a political lobbying organization, U.S. English in 

1983, while Larry Pratt founded English First in 1986. Drawing support mainly from direct-mail 

contributions, these groups have grown steadily in budgets, staffs, and influence. H. R. 123, the leading 

"Language of Government" bill in the 104th Congress, boasted nearly 200 cosponsors. U. S. English 

and English First have successfully lobbied for the passage of English Only laws in 18 states (out of 22 

total English Only states) since its founding in 1980s. (Ovando, 2003; Montecel & Cortez, 2002; 

Ovando & Collier, 1998).  
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5.1 million students, or 10.5% of the total school population (Payan & Nettles, 2008). 

Under pressure to meet the education demand of the rising number of ELL students in the 

face of falling budgets, school districts throughout the country were unwilling to develop 

bilingual education programs (Ahmad, 2006; Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 

2005; Spaulding, Carolino, & Amen, 2004). The lack of educational resources resulting 

from budgetary crises made it difficult for school districts to provide what were needed to 

implement bilingual programs, such as separate-scheduling of classes, maintaining a 

trained corps of bilingual teachers across all subject areas, etc. (Ahmad, 2006).  

         NCLB is a step backwards for bilingual education. As a federal legislation, NCLB 

has had a great influence on the ELL policies across the nation. It requires all states to 

identify ELLs, measure their English proficiency, and include them in state testing 

programs that assess academic skills (Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, & Baker, 2000; Mazzeo, 

Carlson, Voelkl, & Lutkus, 2000). In order to comply with NCLB’s mandate for school 

accountability in an era of budgetary crisis, schools have instituted the mainstreaming of 

ELL students in all content area subjects (such as the sciences, social studies and 

mathematics, etc.). They have done so primarily in the form of sheltered-English content 

area instruction in which a content area course is team-taught by a content-area teacher 

and a TESOL instructor, or taught by a content-area teacher with specific professional 

training to make content accessible for ELL students (Spaulding, Carolino, & Amen, 

2004). Many schools, instead of providing full or partial sheltered-English content-area 

instruction across the disciplines for ELL populations simply integrate ELL students into 

mainstream content-area courses with no explicit ELL facilitation (Ahmad, 2006; 
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Spaulding, Carolino, & Amen, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2005). Such school 

practices have done a disservice to ELL students. Until concerted efforts are made across 

schools to meet the needs of ELL students, we will continue to perpetuate the 

achievement gap between ELL students and the dominant groups.  

Emerging Issues Facing ELL Students in Mainstream Classrooms 

      The mainstreaming of ELLs in content area courses brings to the fore the need to 

explore issues shaping ELL students’ schooling experiences in a learning environment 

where English maintains its hegemonic presence as the language of instruction and 

assessment. Though there is a growing body of literature dedicated to addressing the 

unique needs and strengths of ELL students in mainstream classrooms, the majority of 

research approaches ELL education from a narrowly defined pedagogic perspective and 

focuses mostly on literacy instruction (e.g., basic and functional reading and writing) 

without reference to broader social contexts (for example, see Lenski, 2006; Hansen-

Thomas, 2008; Collier & Thomas, 1989). However, researchers have given limited 

attention to power relations in mainstream classrooms that inform and shape ELL 

students’ learning experiences.  

 Some preliminary research on ELL students’ struggles in mainstream classes that 

reflect limited sociological insights, however, are available (Abedi, 2004; Ahmad, 2006; 

Ajayi, 2005; Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; 

Pappamihiel, 2002; Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Tollefson, 1991). 

Within ELL literature, there have been efforts to incorporate sociological insights into 

literacy learning in deciding the ‘needs’ and ‘interests’ of ELL students in their 
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assimilation to the mainstream cultures (Abedi, 2004; Ajayi, 2005; Ahmad, 2006; 

Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Pappamihiel, 2002; 

Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Tollefson, 1991). In the review that 

follows, I particularly focus on those studies that reflect such efforts in order to address 

the multiple ways that the language and power relationships in the mainstream classroom 

could have promoted or constrained ELL students’ opportunity for success.  

 Based on my review of the literature regarding the strengths and needs of ELL 

learners, I have identified the following critical challenges shaping ELL students’ 

experience in the English-only monolingual classrooms: 

 (1) Specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum. ELL students’ in 

mainstream classrooms have to master content-area curricula that are inherently 

culturally specific (Ahmad, 2006; Thornton, 2005). Consider a secondary social studies 

course as an example. Social studies curricula derive their content from a wide range of 

academic disciplines such as history, political science, sociology, anthropology, 

geography, and economics (Ahmad, 2006; Thornton, 2005). Each of these disciplines 

contains its own specialized language and concepts rooted in both the American historical 

narrative and popular culture (Ahmad, 2006; Thornton, 2005). However, ELL students’ 

lack of prior exposure to the culture that frames a context in which social studies 

knowledge is constructed has placed them at a disadvantage (Abedi, 2004; Ahmad, 2006; 

Crawford, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Roseberry McKibbin, 

Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Tollefson, 1991).  

 For example, a school course on civic education is essentially an introduction to 
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the U.S. political system and covers themes relating to the structure and functions of the 

U.S. government. Children growing up in the US are initiated into these themes through 

their incorporation into American civic life since their early years. The knowledge they 

have thus accumulated is a form of ‘cultural capital’ that gives them advantages over their 

ELL peers (Ahmad, 2006; Bourdieu, 1994). In contrast, such prior knowledge is not so 

readily available to most ELL students whose parents are also struggling to make an entry 

into a new life and can provide no or little intellectual support for their children (Abedi, 

2004; Ahmad, 2006; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Roseberry 

McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Tollefson, 1991).  As the acquisition of cultural 

capital depends heavily on learning performed within the family from the earliest days of 

life, the lack of parent and family support puts ELL students at a disadvantage and has 

profound impacts on ELL students’ academic success. 

 An additional challenge for ELL students is the fact that “Social studies [as well as 

other content area studies] is closely bound to literacy skills” (Short, 1994, p.36). ELL 

students may be at a disadvantage because these essential skills are required to 

comprehend and construct knowledge in content area studies. Thus in mainstream content 

area classrooms ELL students struggle to learn both content as well as English (Abedi, 

2004; Ahmad, 2006; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Roseberry 

McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005; Tollefson, 1991). To master the content-driven 

curriculum in a new language and to cope with the pressure of passing tests can cause 

ELL students tremendous emotional stress and anxiety and can profoundly influence their 

interest in learning (Abedi, 2004; Ahmad, 2006; Pappamihiel, 2002).  
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 2) Bias of the hidden curriculum. In addition to meeting the academic language 

demand of the school curriculum, ELL students experience the ‘hidden curriculum’ as the 

unstated ‘social norms and moral beliefs tacitly transmitted through the socialization 

process that structures classroom social relationships’ (Giroux, 1983. P.48). Nieto (1995) 

contended that the attitudes and practices of schools, communities and society control the 

opportunities for success among historically marginalized population, especially ELL 

students.  If a society or community does not embrace the idea of linguistic and cultural 

diversity, it is probable that schools and many teachers and staff will not embrace them, 

either. This, in turn, will detrimentally impact the quality of education ELL students 

receive (Nieto, 1995; Reeves, 2006; Walker, Shafer & Liams, 2004).  

      Indeed, there is increasing recognition that the social structure of the classroom, how 

teachers view linguistic and cultural diversity, and in particular, how mainstream teachers 

perceive ELL students, shape the self perception of ELL students and ultimately affect 

their opportunities for success (Nieto, 1995; Reeves, 2006; Walker, Shafer & Liams, 

2004). Several qualitative studies exploring the schooling experiences of ELL students 

have alluded to mainstream teacher attitudes toward ELL students (Reeves, 2006; 

Schmidt, 2000; Walker, Shafer & Liams, 2004). Reeves (2006) illustrated that 

mainstream teachers’ attitudes toward linguistic and cultural diversity informs their 

concern for educational equity and shapes their classroom practices. One example is 

mainstream teachers’ attitude toward the use of first languages in mainstream classrooms. 

Research supports that the use of the native language aids in the meaning-making process 

by allowing learners to read words they know and sentences they understand, to use 
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context effectively, and to self-correct efficiently (Cummins, 1996; Reeves, 2006). 

Though research has highlighted the importance of continued first-language use in 

developing second-language literacy, many mainstream teachers question the value of 

ELL students’ continued use of their first language in classrooms and schools (Cummins, 

1996; Krashen, 1981; Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003; Reeves, 2006; Schwarzer, 

2001; Wong Fillmore, 1991). Mainstream teachers’ conceptions of language-acquisition 

may shape their attitudes toward ELL students, sometimes leading them to misdiagnose 

learning difficulties or wrongly attribute student failure to lack of intelligence or effort 

(Reeves, 2006).  

       In another qualitative study that addresses teacher attitudes toward culturally and 

linguistically diverse students, Pang and Sablin (2001) concluded that underlying racist 

and biased beliefs might contribute to negative teacher attitudes. Racially biased 

mainstream teachers tend to believe that ELL students brought too many deficits to 

mainstream classrooms. In their studies, 65% of the teachers they studied reported that no 

matter how hard they tried, even with the best teaching practices, they would not make 

any difference in ELL students’ academic success (Pang, 2001; Walker, Shafer & Liams, 

2004). Such self-defeating attitudes on the part of teachers can be rooted in their deep-

seated racist beliefs and may have a profound impact on ELL students’ learning 

experience. 

      Given this cycle of racism, teacher negative attitudes and a lowered sense of teacher 

efficacy, how will one expose the bias of hidden curriculum as they unavoidably filter 

into the culture and structure of schools and classrooms? To achieve equitable student 
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outcomes, it is important that dialogic pedagogy should be able to address the impacts of 

hidden ideological messages inscribed on classroom walls and pages of every textbook 

for ELL students.  

 3) The hegemony of English to the exclusion of heritage languages. The above-

mentioned issues facing ELL students point to the dominance of English in the U.S. 

educational system and its powerful effects in shaping the learning experiences of ELL 

students (Cummins, 2009; Crystal, 2003). In the new standardization climate under 

NCLB, ‘literacy’ has come to refer only to reading and writing in the English language. 

Literacy abilities in languages other than English and in modalities other than the written 

modality are generally ignored (Celine & Necochea, 2004; Cummins, 1996; Krashen, 

1981). These normalized assumptions find expression in the absence of reference to 

students’ heritage languages and their corresponding cultural practices and values in most 

curriculum documents, instructional manuals, and assessment protocols, even in contexts 

where a very significant proportion of students in the school system come from non-

English-speaking home backgrounds (Celine & Necochea, 2004; Cummins, 1996; 

Krashen, 1981). Celine & Necochea (2004) argued that the linkage between language and 

identity is so strong that taking away one’s language is tantamount to taking away one’s 

identity. Indeed, the importance of a strong, effective, and resourceful native language 

support system in classrooms cannot be overstated for the profound impact on schooling 

and learning (Celine & Necochea, 2004; Cummins, 1996; Krashen, 1981; Schwarzer, 

Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003; Schwarzer, 2001). Cummins (2009) and Celine & 

Nocochea (2004) have maintained that the success or failure of ELL students may well be 
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partially determined by how adept teachers are at integrating home languages for 

facilitating academic success.  

       4) The suppression of student voice, subjectivity and identity. As the dominant 

language used in U.S. schools and beyond, English is able to insert itself into the 

consciousness of ELL students through its symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1994). Studies 

indicate that ELL students develop attachment or identification with the English language 

and in so doing form their self-perception, to some extent, in relation to its image (Ajayi, 

2005; Bleakly, 2007; Canagarajah, 2000; Canagarajah, 2004; Pappamihiel, 2002). They 

tend to see themselves in the eyes of the school curriculum standard that they try to live 

up to, and perpetually feel inadequate to it. For example, some ELL students, instead of 

seeing themselves as emerging or accomplished bilinguals, come to see themselves as 

someone who cannot ‘speak good English’ (Bleakly, 2007; Canagarajah, 2000; 

Canagarajah, 2004; Pappamihiel, 2002).  

 Studies illustrate that language is a site of struggle for identities and subjectivities 

(Ajayi, 2005; Bleakly, 2007; Canagarajah, 2000; Pappamihiel, 2002). The term 

‘subjectivity’ has been used by Feminist poststructuralists like Christine Weedon (1997) 

to serve as a constant reminder that how we give meaning to our various social relations 

is both fostered and constrained by our access to the legitimate languages recognized by a 

society: “language, in the form of an historically specific range of ways of giving 

meaning to social reality, offers us various discursive positions” through which we can 

consciously live our lives (Weedon, 1987, p. 26). It is one’s access to the legitimate 

languages that offers one a range of modes of “subjectivity” (Weedon, 1987, p. 35).  
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 As Bourdieu also notes, whenever we speak, we are negotiating and renegotiating 

our sense of identity through our access to existing discourses (1994). In a study that 

documented the survival strategies of ELL students employed to cope with their 

emotional stress in confronting the mainstream culture, Canagarajah (2000) reported that 

many ELL students constructed an imaginary community – a ‘safe house’ -- in which a 

counter-culture discourse was practiced, “adopting conformist identities in public spaces 

and displaying subversive identities in safe houses” (Canagarajah, 2004, p.130). Such 

dual relationship to the dominant discourse creates possibilities for ELL students to 

construct identities other than how the society views them, and provides them a safe 

space to challenge school or teacher authority and negotiate the conflicts for identities. 

Though the study inconclusively explores to what extent can such ‘safe house’ strategies 

alter the power relations within the schools and classrooms and effectively challenge the 

dominant culture, it does illuminate how classrooms and schools are sites of struggle for 

subjectivity and identity through the control of language (Canagarajah, 2004).  

 It is through language that experiences are organized and identities negotiated 

(Norton, 1997). It is important to understand how language use within mainstream 

classrooms promotes or constrains the conditions under which ELL students express 

themselves. It is also important to understand the diverse ways in which ELL students 

may appropriate or challenge both subtle and overt forms of power relations, and what 

implications this has for ELL students (Ajayi, 2005; Bleakly, 2007; Canagarajah, 2000; 

Canagarajah, 2004; Norton, 1997; Pappamihiel, 2002). To theorize the need of ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms, it is important to understand that their voice, 
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subjectivity and identity are constituted by and constitutive of the relationships of 

language and power within school structures and how those power relations play an 

integral role in their learning experience.   

Synthesis/Discussion/Relevance to Study 

      The inclusion of ELL students in mainstream content area classrooms poses a great 

challenge to ELL students and can profoundly shape their learning experiences. The 

cultural specificity of content-area course curricula and hidden curriculum embedded in 

the classroom and school practices may profoundly impact ELL students and limit their 

access to safe and productive learning environments. Considering the exclusion of the use 

of heritage languages and the suppression of subjectivity and identities in the context of 

the mainstream classroom helps to expose the relationship of language and power in the 

current paradigm of educational thinking and practices (Abedi, 2004; Ahmad, 2006; 

Canagarajah, 2004; Cummins, 2000; Garcia, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Tollefson, 1991).  

Given the specific issues identified above, one might think that dialogic pedagogy, 

which in its ideal form is practiced to provide a conducive learning environment for all 

students, might be a good fit for ELL students who need to develop their language and 

literacy skills in English. As I have delineated above, the issues facing ELL students in 

mainstream classrooms in which the hegemonic effects of English are experienced by 

ELL students in multiple levels, provide a rationale for dialogic pedagogy to address the 

needs of ELL students in the mainstream classrooms in which English is used as the 

language of instruction and assessment. Given critical challenges ELL students 

experience in the mainstream classrooms as I outlined above, it is crucial to explore how 
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dialogic pedagogy addresses the needs of ELL students in its theory and praxis in such a 

way to address the language and power relationships in mainstream classrooms. 

      The presence of dialogic pedagogy in the studies regarding ELL students is not 

completely lacking. Within the ELL research literature, critical pedagogy, as a form of 

dialogic approach, has been advocated as a means to sensitize linguistically marginalized 

students to multiples layers of hegemonic structures (for example, see Arce, 2004; 

Auerbach, 1995; Jupp, 2001; Haneda & Wells, 2008). However, those studies were 

typically confined to the setting of ESL or bilingual classes in which students were given 

the specialized instruction tailored to their proficiency level in English with the goal to 

gradually move them to the monolingual English classes (Arce, 2004; Auerbach, 1995; 

Jupp, 2001; Haneda & Wells, 2008). Though the hegemony of English as a language of 

instruction and assessment has been documented, these studies fail to explore the critical 

challenges that ELL students face in mainstream, content area classrooms. The 

hegemonic effects of English are particularly evident in mainstream classes in which 

English is used to teach content fraught with complex terminologies and concepts in 

content area subjects such as social studies and sciences (Abedi, 2004; Crawford, 1999; 

Cummins, 2000; Roseberry-McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005).  

Critical pedagogy, Dialogue and Addressing ELL students 

      Discussions about dialogic pedagogy most often are found within the work of critical 

pedagogy (Alexander, 2005; Bartolome, 2004; Burbules, 2000). The advantages of 

critical dialogue in classrooms have been a focal point within the literature of critical 

pedagogy (Arce, 2004; Freire, 1986, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; hooks 2003; 
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McLaren, 1991). Critical pedagogy focuses on developing critical consciousness as a 

means to effect conditions for social change by sensitizing students to oppressive 

sociopolitical conditions. As part of this pedagogical approach, student-centered dialogue 

is privileged in facilitating the development of critical consciousness, knowledge, and 

action (Freire, 1986, 1998; Giroux, 1983; Giroux & McLaren,1992; McLaren, 1991; Shor, 

1992). 

      Critical pedagogy, given its prominent representation in the literature of dialogic 

pedagogy and the inroads it has made in the ELL literature (as previously noted), 

provides a point of departure for me to further inquire into the capacity of dialogic 

pedagogy to empower ELL students (Arce, 2004; Freire, 1986, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 

1992; Haneda & Wells, 2008; hooks 2003; McLaren, 1991). I built upon the existing 

studies of critical pedagogy regarding ELL students and extended such an exploration to 

the mainstream classroom in which the learning perils of ELL students and hence the 

presence of English’s hegemony is most defined. Hence I have limited my study sample 

to the texts of critical pedagogy. I explain the justification for my proposed data set in 

more detail in Chapter Four. 
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Chapter Four 

 Methodology 

 In light of the challenges facing ELL students due to the specificity of cultural 

literacy and other forms of language/power relations and their inclusion in mainstream 

classrooms, it is important to explore how dialogic pedagogy addresses the specific needs 

and interests of ELL students. As a pedagogic approach claiming to empower students 

and promising to provide equal access for all, one would hope to find explicit discussions 

about the needs of ELL students in classrooms in which dialogic pedagogy is employed. 

Given its claim of providing equal access to all and its commitment to democratic 

education, dialogic pedagogy should account for the critical challenges facing ELL 

students in its praxis of dialogic inquiry in the context where English sustains its 

hegemonic influence. This study aims to better understand how dialogic pedagogy 

explores the linkages between the needs of ELL students and their encounters with the 

hegemony of English. 

      In this chapter I will 1) provide an overview of my choice of a methodological 

framework which was heavily influenced by Bourdieu (1994) and Fairclough (1995); 2) 

describe CDA as a research method and its appropriateness to study dialogic pedagogy. I 

will then, 3) explain my data collection and sampling. Finally, 4) I discuss the validity 

and limitations of my study.    

Overview 

The review of literature examining the needs of English Language Learners 

identified four issues ELL students encounter in mainstream classrooms: 1) the 
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specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum; 2) the bias of hidden curriculum; 

3) the hegemony of English to the exclusion of heritage languages, and 4) the suppression 

of student voice, subjectivity and identity. In light of the role that English presents and 

limits students choices and possibilities for action, a pedagogy that claims transformative 

potential for all must not only focus on the enabling features of classroom approaches 

informed by theoretical perspectives that enact the empowerment of students. It must also 

address their constraining forces, in particular, the relationships of language and power 

facing historically marginalized students such as ELL students. These considerations have 

led me to pose the following overarching research question: How does dialogic pedagogy 

theorize about the relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students 

in mainstream, content-area classrooms?     

Given the specific needs of ELL students in mainstream classrooms, it is also 

necessary to further refine my initial research question by recasting it in light of the 

findings of the literature review, yielding four sub-questions:  

1) What does the data reveal about the specificity of cultural literacy in the school 

curriculum? 

2) What does the data reveal about the bias of hidden curriculum for ELL students in 

mainstream classrooms?  

3) What does the data reveal about the hegemony of English in mainstream classrooms?  

4) What does the data reveal about the role of English in the suppression of students’ 

voice, subjectivity and identity for ELL students? 

 In exploring how dialogic pedagogy theorizes about the specific needs of ELL 
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students in mainstream classrooms, I have come to question how dialogic pedagogy 

accounts for the hegemonic presence of English in the praxis of dialogic inquiry. 

Specifically, I have ruminated upon how dialogic pedagogy, given its concern with 

democratic causes, addresses the dominant role of the English language in the classroom 

in relation to the perpetuation of existing social structures and inequalities. A 

methodology that is sensitive to the role of language in mediating power and privilege is 

necessary if one is to adequately explore such issues. 

 While a wealth of recent research has successfully identified critical challenges 

facing ELL students in mainstream classrooms, most of them documented studies that 

employed different research methodologies that failed to connect to issues facing ELL 

students to language and power. For example, drawing upon a wide range of literature, 

Abedi (2004) discussed factors that potentially have a great impact on the equity and 

fairness of assessment for the ELL student populations. Through literature review, 

Ahmad (2006) outlined the challenges and successes in developing an effective 

instructional environment for teaching secondary-level social studies curriculum with 

specific focus to address the needs of ELL students in mainstream classroom. Garcia, 

Kleifgen & Falchi (2008) employed a meta-analysis to illustrate the dissonance between 

educational research and policies relating to ELL students. Reeves (2006) distributed 

surveys to examine secondary teacher attitudes toward English-Language Learners in 

mainstream classrooms. Pappamihiel (2002) applied comparison study to issues of 

English language anxiety. Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon (2005) conduct 

surveys to study how university coursework addressed and explored assessment 
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instruments of ELL students. Though their studies have contributed to our understanding 

of the critical challenges that ELL students experience in mainstream classrooms, the 

methodologies they employed have restricted them from interacting with texts so as to 

prevent them from examining the role of language use in broader social contexts. Few 

studies that I reviewed connect the microanalysis of texts to the macroanalysis of the 

power relations and social formations that these texts index and construct. As a result, 

they have been unable to sufficiently theorize about the challenges facing ELL students in 

relation to the role of language in the reproduction of power and social stratification.  

      The very nature of my research question requires me to recognize the powerful role of 

language in educational settings. It is crucial that I actively engage with the literature of 

dialogic pedagogy, to critically examine and uncover the discursive relationships that 

constitute dialogic pedagogy. Turning my lens of inquiry to the discourses of dialogic 

pedagogy as a corpus will contribute to a more nuanced theoretical understanding within 

the literature of dialogic pedagogy and how it addresses the language and power 

relationships that shape ELL students’ learning experiences. Accomplishing this goal 

requires employing a methodological lens that enables me to uncover the interwoven 

discourses and their corresponding relations. Reflecting upon these important 

considerations, I believe that Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is the most appropriate 

methodology, because practitioners of CDA seek to uncover the underlying power 

relations within and between texts (for example, see Fairclough, 1995; Rogers, 

Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui & Joseph, 2005; van Dijk, 1995; Willig, 2008; 

Wodak, 2000). In this chapter I will first establish how the use of CDA as an analytic 
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process provides a useful lens through which one might examine the role of language in 

the reproduction of power and privileges (Fairclough, 1995; Rogers, Malancharuvil-

Berkes, Mosley, Hui & Joseph, 2005; van Dijk, 1995; Willig, 2008; Wodak, 2000). It 

enables me to explore the discursive relationships within dialogic pedagogy that affect 

ELL students. Bourdieu’s influence on the development of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) also presents CDA as a practical choice for a methodological framework for what 

I wish to better understand.  

 As an analytic research method, CDA combines textual analysis and social theory 

and provides a means to systematically tackle an intractable amount of data. Its value of 

openness and flexibility allows me to derive theoretical and sociological insights from 

linguistic/semiotic analysis as well (Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, Pardoe and 

Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006). As I outline below, drawing broadly on critical 

discourse analysts like Fairclough (1995), Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui & 

Joseph, 2005 (2005), Smythe (2006), van Dijk (1995), Willig (2008), Wodak (2000), and 

others, I employed an analytic procedure involving the following four CDA concepts: 

discursive formation, normalizing strategy, styles, and discursive effect to guide me 

through the process of data analysis.  

 In the next section, I discuss my methodological framework more in depth.  

Research Method  

My research question “How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the 

relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students in mainstream, 

content-area classrooms?” calls for a research approach that sensitizes me to the role of 
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language in mediating power and privileges and provides me the flexibility to actively 

engage with the literature of dialogic pedagogy. Given the nature of my research question, 

I need a qualitative research approach that allows me to combine textual and interactive 

elements to uncover and reconstruct meaning. As a subgenre of textual analysis that also 

includes content analysis, narrative analysis, conversation analysis and discourse analysis, 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a method that examines the dialectic relations 

between language and power, in theory and in use, and allows the researchers to 

empirically filter and examine the efficacy of truth claims by taking into consideration 

broader social theory (Klein & Truex, 1996; Wodak, 2000). As a research perspective, 

CDA has a strong theoretical basis that merges textual analysis and social theory focusing 

on language as a social practice that mediates power and privileges (Rogers, 

Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui & Joseph, 2005; Wodak, 2002). Indeed within the 

review of extant ELL literature, researchers have relied on diverse methods such as 

quantitative methods (Pappamihiel, 2002), document studies that involve research review 

(Abedi, 2004; Ahmad, 2006), surveys (Roseberry McKibbin, Brice & O’Hanlon, 2005), 

case studies (Wainer, 2006), or ethnography (Phillion, 2002) that though useful, do not 

allow an alternate, back and forth, interplay between textual analysis and other interactive 

elements of social reality. In particular, those research methods do not adequately 

highlight the role of language as a social practice implicated in complex patterns of social 

inequality. CDA practitioners’ concern with the dialectic relationships between language 

and society and the compatibility of their work to Bourdieu’s framework makes CDA a 

fit choice for my methodology. Both CDA practitioners and Bourdieu share the concern 
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that language can be used in various expressions and manipulations of power and insist 

on the dialectic among social categories, theoretical perspectives, and research methods 

(Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, 2003; Rogers, et al, 2005). In the following section, I 

provide an overview and justification of my choice of CDA as my primary research 

method (Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Fairclough and 

Wodak, 1997).  

Overview of CDA 

       As a qualitative methodology, CDA is similar to other versions of textual analysis 

in the respect that it is informed by the “linguistic turn” developed during the post World 

War II era that views language as providing a “finely articulated vehicle for differences in 

power within hierarchical social structures” (Wodak, 2002, p.11), and uses the study of 

language as an approach to qualitative research (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Luke, 1995/1996; 

Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; Threadgold, 2006; van Dijk, 1993; van Dijk, 1995; 

Wodak, 2002). Evolving since the post World War II era and influenced by overlapping 

trends such as critical social theory (e.g. Adorno, 1981; Habermas, 1971; Gramsci, 1982), 

discourse studies (e.g., Bourdieu, 1990; Derrida, 1978/1981; Foucault, 1984), feminism 

and post-structuralism (Ellsworth, 1994; Foucault, 1984), and critical linguistics (e.g., 

Hodge & Kress, 1988; Pecheux, 1982; Pennycook, 2001), CDA seeks to go beyond 

semantic structure and underlying meaning of language and text by focusing on language 

as a social practice that mediates relationships of power and privilege in social 

interactions and vice versa (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1994; Foucault, 1984; Fairclough, 

1995; Luke, 1995/1996). 
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       Those who employ CDA acknowledge a crucial awareness of the social 

influences on the use of language and vice versa (Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, 1995). On 

the one hand, the critical stance of CDA compels researchers who employ it to go beyond 

mere description and explanation of texts and relate the linguistic analysis to the social 

and political context of language in use, as the primary purpose of CDA is concerned 

with how language can be used to perpetuate asymmetrical power relations. On the other 

hand, CDA affirms that a close analysis of language contributes to understandings about 

power relations and ideology in discourse (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Luke, 1995/1996; 

Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; Threadgold, 2006; van Dijk, 1993; van Dijk, 1995; 

Wodak, 2002). Using analytic concepts that CDA practitioners find most useful in doing 

close textual analysis, concepts that are most fruitful in allowing the analyst to pursue the 

stated aims and purposes of the analysis, CDA is able to show how discourse often serves 

the interests of powerful forces over those of the less privileged (Fairclough, 1989/2001; 

Luke, 1995/1996; Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; Threadgold, 2006; van Dijk, 1993; 

van Dijk, 1995; Wodak, 2002). 

 As a research method, CDA is extremely eclectic and draws upon theoretically 

diverse influences such as the work of Foucault, Marx, Bourdieu, critical theory, 

interactive symbolism, and others (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). Under the label of CDA, 

Wodak and Meyer (2009) included diverse approaches such as Discourse-Historical 

Approach (Ruth Wodak and Martin Reisigl), Sociocognitive Approach (Teun van Dijk), 

Social Actors Approach (Theo van Leeuwen), Dispositive Analysis (Siegfried Jäger and 

Florentine Maier), Corpus-Linguistics Approach (Gerlinde Mautner), and Dialectical–



 73 

Relational Approach (Norman Fairclough). The guiding methodology for CDA is driven 

by one’s research question and theoretical lens (Fairclough, 1989/2001; van Dijk, 1993; 

Wodak, 2002). Hence how the data is collected, parsed, and analyzed will vary depending 

upon one’s research project. Despite of the diversity within the practices of CDA, they 

share some common features and concerns. Based upon a review of the methodological 

literature, I have identified the following characteristics of CDA: 

1) CDA conceptualizes language use (whether in writing or speech) as a discourse, 

defined as ways of representing the world from particular perspectives, and as a social 

practice that implies a dialectical relationship between a particular discursive event and 

the wider context that frames it (Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 

2003; Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). The perspective enables the researcher who 

employs CDA to be better attuned to discursive effects of language uses, ideological 

consequences that contribute to the reproduction of the power relations between social 

classes. CDA is an appropriate methodological lens for this study as it alerts me to the 

power relations inherent in dialogic inquiry, even as I examine how the praxis of dialogic 

pedagogy addresses the need of ELL students.  

2) CDA maintains that all analyses of language are embedded in power relations and take 

an explicit sociopolitical stance (Luke, 1995/1996; Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; 

Threadgold, 2006; van Dijk, 1993; van Dijk, 1999). The primary focus of CDA is to 

move beyond interpreting and understanding the role of language in the social worlds, in 

order to expose language as part of a social practice, “showing how it is determined by 

social structures”, and what “reproductive effects” language can cumulatively have on 
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those structures, whether it sustains or transforms them (Fairclough, 1989/2001, p. 135). 

To this end, the practitioners of CDA use analytic concepts focusing on specific kinds of 

textual, discursive, and contextual features to help them delve deeper into the 

sociopolitical aspects of a research topic (Fairclough, 1989/2001). In other words, by 

insisting on a fine-grained textual analysis with socio-political aspects of discursive 

manipulation, CDA can be used as a means to challenge and transform the condition of 

inequality by exposing the hegemonic role of language as embedded in social institutions 

(Luke, 1995/1996; Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; Threadgold, 2006; van Dijk, 1993; 

van Dijk, 1999).  This aspect of CDA is important for me as it reminds me that my study 

of dialogic pedagogy and its equity claim is motivated by my concern for ELL students 

and their contested positionality in American society. 

3) CDA is a valuable tool to analyze texts critically and expose the ideological effects of 

discourse. The primary purposes of CDA is concerned with how people are manipulated 

by discourse and thereby subjected to abuses of power. To make an examination socio-

politically engaging requires the practitioners of CDA to analyze the text reader 

interaction in a more critical fashion (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Rogers, et al, 2005). At the 

heart of any form of discourse analysis are the analytic concepts that practitioners find 

most useful in pursuing the stated aims and purposes of their studies. Since the main 

purpose of CDA is to expose the relationships of language and power, CDA analysts have 

generally focused on those aspects of language that often facilitate the manipulation of 

power. These concepts are applied at different levels of texts, ranging from single words 

to entire texts. Since my goal in using CDA is concerned with how dialogic pedagogy 
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theorizes about the power and language relationships concerning ELL students, I have 

focused on the patterns of a fairly large corpus of texts to see patterns of discursive 

practice within the discourse of dialogic pedagogy and examine their ideological effects 

for ELL students.   

 4) CDA practitioners emphasize that it is a critical practice and reject any prescribed, 

ready-made research method. Bourdieu, for example, warned against treating social 

categories as pre-constructed objects. As discourse classifies and constructs people, 

things, places, events, etc., into ‘objects of research’, he maintained that social 

categorization is seen as operating within the dynamics of social positioning, reflecting 

social relationships, and shifting across time (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992).  

Building on Bourdieu, Fairclough suggested that the way that ‘objects of research’ 

are constructed from research topics involves the choice of theoretical frameworks, 

perspectives and categories to bring to bear on the research topic. Understood this way, 

my choice of the ways to delineate ELL students as an object of research are themselves 

“elements of discourses” which are associated with “particular strategies for change, and 

therefore with particular interested representations” (Fairclough, 2001, p.9). In this sense, 

the four categories of Bourdieu I have employed in organizing the findings from the 

review of the literature and later in facilitating with my data collection and analysis: 1) 

specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum, 2) Bias of hidden curriculum, 3) 

the hegemony of English to the exclusion of heritage languages, and 4) the suppression of 

student voice, subjectivity and identity – are to be seen as devices and concepts 

maneuvered to pursue my research question. They are points of reference I utilized to 
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help me sensitized to the large amount of information in the text of dialogic pedagogy 

and to expose the relationships of language and power facing ELL students in dialogic 

interaction.  

CDA and Fairclough   

 As discussed above, the defining characteristic of CDA is that it is a text-based, 

critical approach that explores text as ‘discourses that act in the world in ways that both 

define and distribute power’ (Smythe, 2006, p. 23). CDA approaches and thinks about a 

research problem by moving back and forth between reflecting and constructing social 

practices or phenomena. To create a methodology with which to analyze dialogic 

pedagogy’s theorization of the needs of ELL students in the mainstream classrooms, I 

pulled from various CDA approaches to develop a methodological framework tailored to 

my study sample. I relied particularly upon Fairclough’s contributions to the field 

(Fairclough, 1989/2001; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003). I highlighted 

Fairclough’s CDA approach in the following. 

Fairclough. Fairclough’s work is informed by a broad tradition of CDA such as 

Bakhtin (1981), Gramsci (1982), Althusser (1969), Foucault (2002) and Bourdieu (1990). 

His work in mass-crafted discourse phenomena explores the overlapping between 

language and social institutional practices and of ‘wider’ political and social structure. 

His commitment to uncovering ways language contributes to the mediation of power and 

privileges makes him a natural referent for my methodology (Fairclough, 1989/2001). 

Focusing upon social conflict from the Marxian tradition, Fairclough seeks to detect class 

conflicts and power imbalance as manifested in discourses, in particular “elements of 
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dominance, difference and resistance” (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 27).  

In order to better capture more nuanced understanding of discourse as a social 

practice that mediates power and privileges, Fairclough presented a three stage CDA 

analysis: 1) description of text, 2) interpretation of the relationship between text and 

interaction, and 3) explanation of the relationship between interaction and social contexts.   

1) Description of text: In this stage, researchers who employ CDA are mostly 

concerned with what is in the text by drawing upon formal features of different levels of 

texts which range from single words to entire texts. In order to interpret the features 

actually present in a text, it is generally necessary to take account of what other choices 

might have been made, (for example, interpreting a discourse as viewing ELL students 

from a deficit view vis-à-vis attributing to them positive characteristics). Hence there is a 

sense in which description presupposes interpretation. Consequently, in analyzing texts, 

one’s focus is constantly alternating between what is there in the text, and the discourse 

types the text draws upon.  

2) Interpretation of the relationship between text and interaction. In this stage, 

CDA is concerned with the relationship of what is in the text and what is ‘in’ the 

interpretation, in the sense of what the interpreters/researchers bring to interpretation. 

CDA conceptualizes language as social practice and its associated structural effects (on 

knowledge construction, social relationships, and social identities, etc.). As such, 

Fairclough maintained that one can never directly extrapolate from the formal structure of 

a text its structural effects (Fairclough, 1989/2001, p. 117). Rather, as texts are embedded 

in social interaction, they are mediated through a background of ‘common sense’ 
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assumptions against which texts are produced and interpreted. Fairclough referred to the 

common sense assumptions in the sense theorized by Gramsci (Fairclough, 1989/2001). 

They are substantially ideological, taken for granted in the practical activities of social 

life. Through employing appropriate analytic concepts that help the interpreter/researcher 

sensitized to such implicit assumptions, CDA can be used to expose the ideological 

premises that given texts are built upon. In line with such method, in my study, I used 

CDA concepts to help me better attuned to the assumptions regarding the relationships of 

language and power as implicitly manifested in the discourse of dialogic pedagogy in 

order to address the need of ELL students.  

3) Explanation of the relationship between interaction and social contexts. The 

third stage focuses on viewing the meaning of a text as part of the institutional and 

societal processes of social struggle. Fairclough viewed explanation as having two 

dimensions: The broader power struggle that discourses are ‘determined’ by and parts of, 

and the ideological effects that are the outcome of such struggle (Fairclough, 1989/2001, 

p. 135). The social determinations and effects are mediated by ideological assumptions 

that produce and are reproduced by the text as discourse (Fairclough, 1989/2001, p. 135). 

The stage of explanation hence involves a specific perspective that views those 

assumptions of the text as well as the interpretative procedures of the 

interpreter/researcher, as ideologies about culture, social relationships, and social 

identities. Those ideologies produce and are reproduced by particular power relations in 

discourses. As such, they can either sustain or transform the power relations (Fairclough, 

1989/2001, p. 138).  
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Each of theses three stages contributes to our understanding of power relations in 

the discourse of dialogic pedagogy with regarding to ELL students. Though they are 

characterized in procedural terms, Fairclough emphasized that there is a sense that each 

stage presupposes and anticipated what is in next stage. The stage of description 

presupposes the interpretative procedure, as the values of the textual features of a text are 

always embedded in social interaction and therefore always call for interpretation. The 

stage of interpretation demands the stage of explanation as the interpretative process of 

making implicit assumptions explicit does not explicate the power relations built in such 

assumptions.  

Thus conceptualized, Fairclough’s CDA framework is better understood involving 

an analytic procedure of multiple levels, from surface to deeper levels. Moving from 

description of text to interpretation of the relationship between texts, the purpose of CDA 

is to go beyond the textual level and make explicit what is generally implicit in the text, 

such as the dependence of a discourse practice on the unexplicated assumption of a 

research method. Moving from to interpretation of the relationship between text and 

interaction to explanation of the relationship between interaction and social contexts, 

CDA seeks to expose these assumptions as ideologies and explain how these assumptions 

are incorporated into the production of the texts as part of the process of social struggle. 

Thus understood, Fairclough’s work facilitates the identification of the ideological 

assumptions underlying the discourse of dialogic pedagogy and addresses their power 

effects for ELL students.  

By viewing discourses of dialogic pedagogy as part of the process of social 
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struggle, CDA can help us to address the need of ELL students through the process of 

explicating the power relations operative in the discourse of dialogic pedagogy. 

Ultimately, it can be used to address whether the discursive practices of dialogic 

pedagogy contribute to sustaining existing power relations or transforming them.  

 In the following section, I outline some CDA concepts that I culled from 

Fairclough’s and other CDA analysts’ frameworks and explained how they constitute my 

approach to analyzing the data relevant to my research question.  

Relevant CDA Concepts  

 Discursive formation. An essential feature of CDA is a concern with 

discourse that represents or is connected to broader world-views that are considered 

common sense and yet camouflage power relations (Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 

2003; Foucault, 2002; Rogers, Malanchuruvil-Berkes, Mosley, Huie, & O'Garra Joseph, 

2005; van Dijk, 1993). A discursive formation connects the text to the social by 

connecting statements in the text to broader world-views (such as political ideologies) 

and is indicated in ‘the regularity among seemingly unconnected groups of statements 

and the rules that govern this regularity’ (Smythe, 2006, p. 26). The uncovering of rules 

that govern the regularity within text is not an incidental or random act of researchers. In 

his employment of CDA to research the phenomenon of citizenship, Fairclough argued 

that a discursive formation can only reveal itself in the dialectical relationship between 

the processes and relations and patterns one can discern in text and talk, and wider social 

relations and structures (Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003). To identify 

discursive formations within text requires a researcher’s being actively engaged with 
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texts in search of a dialectic within which individual texts and other interactive elements 

in the wider social context juxtapose and negotiate meaning.  An example would be neo-

Marxist discourses such as Giroux’s or McLaren’s theorizing ELL students as part of the 

social struggle against the neo-liberal social order, thereby obliterating the specific 

oppressive conditions that inform and shape ELL students’ educational experience 

(Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005). Only by taking into consideration of the broader social 

contexts that the neo-Marxist discourse is part of, can we adequately understand the 

power effects of the neo-Marxist discourse on ELL students. Methodologically, such 

considerations inform my inquiry into the ways that dialogic pedagogy theorizes ELL 

students, as the nature of my study requires me not to take text at its face value, rather to 

see it as a discourse, as a social construction of ELL students as a research object.  

 In identifying the discourses or discursive formations of dialogic pedagogy 

theorizing about the needs of ELL students, I attended to the interrelationships within and 

across texts of dialogic pedagogy. For example, in a method of coding that I piloted in 

order to better understand how best to approach this study, I noted that both Degener 

(2001) and Coloma (2008) identified English as the dominant language in imposing the 

mainstream ideology, but they drew different conclusions from that premise. While 

Degener retained her faith in dialogic rationality as an instrument of political intervention 

in addressing social inequality, Coloma, drawing upon the post-colonial subject position 

in the U.S., called for a need to challenge a monolingual educational system that he 

argued is modeled on the vision of a homogeneous nation state. Hence the two discourses 

express different world-views and should be considered as distinct and separate for the 
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purpose of analysis as they entail different solutions and have different implications for 

potential student outcomes in addressing the needs of ELL students (Degener, 2001; 

Coloma, 2008).   

 Discursive strategy. Discursive strategy can be characterized as the ways a 

discourse constitutes its object that seek to normalize subjectivities and exclude others 

(Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Foucault, 2002; Smythe, 

2006). A discursive strategy can also be understood as situating a statement within a 

broader social and historical context in such a way that renders it true (Fairclough, 

1989/2001; Foucault, 2002). Strategies of normalization and exclusion may be 

recognized as comparing, ranking, classifying, hierarchizing, and dividing (Fairclough, 

1989/2001; Foucault, 2002; Smythe, 2006, p.36). Implicit in the attention to discursive 

strategies is a concern for their effects upon how a research object is constituted and what 

actions are proscribed within a discursive formation of the object.  

In this study, I attended to these strategies deployed in texts of dialogic pedagogy 

with a particular focus on the ways in which discourses normalize and legitimate the 

practices of the English language at the expense of suppressing ELL students’ 

subjectivity and voice. For example, from the pilot study I conducted in 2008 exploring 

the democratic promise of dialogic pedagogy, DeTurk (2006) & Duarte (2006) 

generalized that dialogue can be used to help the marginalized groups foster their voice 

and challenge the hidden norms and power relations in the educational system that serves 

to perpetuate social inequality, but failed to take into considerations the diverse needs 

among those whom they identified to be marginalized (DeTurk, 2006 & Duarte, 2006). 
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By taking for granted the required skills and competency in English a student needs to 

possess in order to participate in classroom discussions, they normalized the practice of 

the English language and failed to recognize dialogue itself is a manifestation of a form 

of cultural capital rooted in class distinctions and power disparity. Such discursive 

strategy can potentially contribute to the marginalization of ELL students. By employing 

CDA to uncover the discursive strategies of a discourse, it is my hope to identify how a 

given discourse delineates ELL students as an object of research (such as presenting it in 

such a way as to enable or constrain their subjectivity) and explores its discursive effects 

for ELL students. 

 Style. Another area that CDA is concerned about is access to discourse and 

communication (Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, 2001b; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 

2003; van Dijk, 1993). CDA theorists assume that people may have more or less active or 

passive access to discourses or communicative events, as is usually the case for 

intellectuals or professors when writing for, or speaking to, a more or less passive 

audience. There exists a parallelism between subject position and discourse access: the 

more discourse genres, contexts, audience, scope and text characteristics a group actively 

control, the more powerful they are and vice versa (Fairclough, 1989/2001; van Dijk, 

1993).  

 In CDA literature, style is understood as a way of theorizing or constructing  

subject positions, “ways of identifying, constructing or enunciating the self, including 

both social and institutional identities” (Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003, p.6). 

This theorization of subject position has been embraced by CDA theorists like 
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Fairclough. Following the influence of Foucault (1984) and Bourdieu (1994), Fairclough 

argued that discourses create subject positions with which individuals negotiate their own 

personal identity (Fairclough, 1989/2001). Individuals become social subjects with a 

certain identity as they are positioned in the discourses where their social activity takes 

place. This notion is important in studying how the discourse of dialogic pedagogy 

theorizes ELL students, since how it theorizes ELL students will depend on what subject 

position the author ascribes to ELL students vis-à-vis himself in discourse.  

 Fairclough discussed subject positions as being specific to discourse types 

(Fairclough, 1989/2001). What characterizes the discourse of dialogic pedagogy is the 

discourse of emancipatory pedagogy – in which critical educators often position 

themselves as saviors, as a special kind of subject positions with which ELL students will 

negotiate their individual identities. By uncovering the style of a text, CDA can help 

identify the subject positions that ELLs are placed within in a discourse and traces the 

consequence or ideological effect of such subject positioning for them.  

 From this, we can posit that it is important to look for styles of a discourse  

found within text that reveal ELL as discursive constructions (Fairclough, Pardoe and 

Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006). Style of a discourse can be revealed by the following 

questions: Who has access to which discourses, and who has the power to impose and 

enforce constraints on access? (Fairclough, 1989/2001, p. 52) Individuals are positioned 

within complex sets of shifting power relations, rendering individuals as powerful at 

times and powerless at other times (Baxter, 2002, Davies, 1994, Foucault, 1977, 1978). 

As such, access to discourse is an important issue to consider when we theorize the 
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subject position of ELL students in the discourse of dialogic pedagogy.   

 Style is linked to and reflects a process of power and identity formation that is 

situated. It implies a way of seeing discourses being able to construct subjects as well as 

objects and as a result, makes available positions within the discourse that a language 

user can take up as well as place others within (Smythe, 2006; Taylor & Robinson, 2009; 

Willig, 2008). For example, the discourse of Jennings and Lynn (2005) in their 

theorization of racial minorities indicates their oscillation of being black in the wake of 

post civil right struggles and their identity as black male teachers who resort to critical 

pedagogy as a practical intervention to effect educational change. In their discourse, they 

have sought to control the access to the discourse of emancipatory pedagogy by 

prioritizing race as the prototype of civil rights struggle. By doing so, they have 

positioned themselves as the champion of such social struggles. The notion of style 

directs me to identify the subject position they place ELLs within their discourse and 

allows me to uncover the power relations in their theorization of ELL students.  

      CDA’s notion of style is useful for my analysis of dialogic pedagogy.  

Discourse place individuals within complex sets of power relations. By theorizing the 

subject position of ELL students in the discourse of dialogic pedagogy, the notion of style 

can be used to help us disentangle the ideological assumptions of dialogic pedagogy 

about ELL students and allows me to examine whether it challenges or transforms the 

existing power relationship.  

 Discursive effects. As it is in the effects of discourse where power and language 

come together, discursive effects are ‘concerned with who gains and who is denied of 
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power through discourses and the implications of this for the reproduction of unequal 

relations of power’ (Smythe, 2006, p.42). The wide ranges of discourses about ELL 

students as an object of research within the text of critical pedagogy raise the question of 

how dialogic pedagogy theorizes the special needs of ELL students within this research. 

As an important CDA concept, ‘discursive effect’ helps me maintain a direct focus on 

ELL students as the object of research in an ongoing process of data collection and 

analysis in my study (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; 

Smythe, 2006). By keeping in mind that a discourse is part of a broader social struggle 

for power and domination and has ideological effects for the marginalized who have less 

access to dominant discourses, we are better positioned to explore how a discourse 

contributes to sustaining or transforming existing power relations that ELL students face 

within the school structure. 

 It is important to interpret the notion of discursive effect so that makes room for 

seeing individuals as being capable of negotiating the boundary of power while 

navigating their paths in history. It is important not to conceive ELL students as the 

normative-hegemonic effects of dominant discourses, rendering them as passive, but to 

enact ELL students’ agency and provide them access to possibilities of resistance and 

insurgence, no matter how marginal or small those acts of resistance are compared to the 

extent of oppression they may experience.  

 The concept of discursive effect indicates a reflective process that attempts to make 

the link between the discursive formation, discursive strategies, and style found in each 

text and their implications for ELL students. To uncover the underlying relationships 
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between these elements of a text and its theorization of ELL students, it is useful to keep 

the following questions in mind while attending to the power effects of discourse: Who 

benefits from the discourse of dialogic pedagogy? Who is left out and what is forgotten? 

What are the effects of the discourse for ELLs? How does it constrain or enable ELL 

students? (Foucault, 1980; Smythe, 2006) For example, Cahill (2007) exposed and 

challenged the stereotype that portrays young urban women of color as ‘insane’, 

‘overemotional’, ‘oversexed’ that has been used to justify the society’s racist approach 

toward women of color (Cahill, 2007, p.277). Using a feminist poststructuralism-

informed dialogic approach that views identities as socially and culturally contextualized, 

Cahill problematized racial identities as a normalized social order and argued that how 

one sees herself cannot be divorced from their classed, gendered, and raced identities. By 

doing so, the author provides an enabling space for minorities to see their identities as 

socially constructed and therefore negotiable (Cahill, 2007). However, by focusing on 

teacher education and teacher voice in her discourse, she also risks reinforcing teacher 

authority and runs counter to the defining tenet of dialogic pedagogy that views education 

as the process of human interaction in which both teachers and students learn from each 

other. 

 The process I engaged in to analyze the data of this study sensitizes me to better 

identify and observe the complexity and contradictions of different discourses within 

dialogic pedagogy about ELL students, recognize their respective social positioning, and 

identify the social relationship and tensions that they imply (Fairclough, Pardoe and 

Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006). The CDA concept of discursive effects alerts me to 
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recognize, to respond to and counter these powerful and implicit articulations about ELL 

students within the text of dialogic pedagogy, should their presence be identified. Hence 

my study involves an exploration of the dynamic relationship between the normative, and 

theoretical pre-constructions of ELL students and their discursive effects that include how 

they contribute to the enabling and constraining effects for ELL students. In exploring the 

discursive effects of dialogic pedagogy for ELL students, I not only identified the 

structure and process dialogic pedagogy imposes in dialogic process that potentially 

disadvantage ELL students, I also considered the opportunities that the same structure 

and process dialogic pedagogy creates might have provided for ELL students, enabling 

them to enact their agency and chart for their own emancipation.  

 Thus, my overarching research question “How does dialogic pedagogy theorize 

about the relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students in 

mainstream, content-area classrooms?” would be well-served by employing CDA as a 

methodological lens. By approaching the text on multiple levels, starting with broader 

concepts and increasingly closing in, using the following CDA concepts: (1) discursive 

formation; (2) discursive strategy; (3) style; and (4) discursive effect (Fairclough, 1995; 

Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006), CDA allows me to actively 

engage the literature of dialogic pedagogy, critically challenging its assumptions and 

hidden motivations. Doing so better enables me to explore how dialogic pedagogy 

theorizes the needs of ELL students in its praxis of dialogic inquiry (Huckin, 2002; 

Juzwik, 2006; Luke, 1995/1996, Phillips, 2007; Rogers et al, 2005; Threadgold, 2006; 

van Dijk, 1993; van Dijk, 1995).  
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       Based on the methodological considerations above, I elaborate in the next section 

on the following potential methodological and analytical moves (see Table 1):  

1. Limitations: I provide the rationale for limiting my data to texts that fall within the 

Freirean tradition of dialogic pedagogy.      

 2. Data collection: Some of the data were derived from a pilot study I completed in 2008. 

Using databases available through the Montclair University Library I added to the data 

from the pilot study to build a preliminary, raw data set.  

3. Identifying the data set: I specify my criteria of including and excluding data. Articles 

that fall outside the parameters of my research question “How does dialogic pedagogy 

theorize about the relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students 

in mainstream, content-area classrooms?” were excluded. Reasons for exclusion were 

noted.  

 4. Collecting and sorting instances: I explain my use of an analysis chart as a base to 

analyze all the data I collect for my study. The analysis chart was organized around the 

four sub-questions derived from my research question on the basis of my literature 

review of ELL education. 
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Data   

Table 1 

Summary of Methods 

 

Limitations 

 

Limited data to what falls within the Freirean tradition of 

dialogic pedagogy  

Data Collection 

 

• Search terms: ‘critical pedagogy’, ‘dialogue’, and ‘ELL 
Students’  

• Databases: EDUCATION FULL TEXT, EDUCATION 

RESEARCH COMPLETE, ERIC EDUCATION and 

GOOGLE SCHOLAR 

 

Identifying the data 

set 

Excluded articles that fell outside the parameters of my research 

question. Yielded 127 of 217 articles.    

 

Collecting and sorting 

instances 

 

Sorted data around the four ELL issues: 1) Specificity of 

Cultural literacy in the school curriculum; 2) Bias of Hidden 

Curriculum; 3) the hegemony of English to the exclusion of the 

heritage languages; 4) the suppression of student voice, 

subjectivity and identity. 

 

Analyzing Employed CDA concepts: 1) Identifying Discursive formation; 

2) Identifying discursive strategies; 3) Identifying styles; 4) 

Identifying discursive effects.  

 

 

The data I collected to answer my research question “How does dialogic 

pedagogy theorize about the relationships between language, power and the needs of 

ELL students in mainstream, content-area classrooms?” are a selection of texts that are 

representative of the body of work affiliated with dialogic pedagogy. Freire’s 

commitment to historically marginalized groups, and his profound impact on educational 

theorizing oriented toward addressing underserved students makes his work’s legacy a 

natural choice for me to pursue my research question within the trajectory of his 

influence (Jupp, 2001; Arce, 2004; Haneda & Wells, 2008). Hence I limited my data to 
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texts that fall within the Freirean tradition of dialogic pedagogy.  

The data set I used for this current study was built upon a particular data set 

developed for the pilot study, in which I investigated the coherence of dialogic pedagogy 

as an example of democratic education. In that study, I used the various cognates of the 

key word ‘dialogue’ (such as ‘talk’, ‘discussion’, ‘communication,’ ’dialogical inquiry’) 

in conjunction with the words ‘pedagogy’ and ‘democracy’, as the primary search terms 

in order to compile the characteristics of dialogic pedagogy as defined by luminaries in 

the field like Bakhtin (1981), Freire (1993), Habermas (1984), and hooks (2003) whose 

work together provide the primary theoretical paradigms that inform the development of 

dialogic pedagogy (Bakhtin, 1981; Freire, 1993; Habermas, 1984; hooks, 2003). The pilot 

study allowed me to develop an overview of those theories but did not include data 

involving ELL students. It was, however, instrumental in leading me to wonder how 

dialogic pedagogy might have addressed ELL students. Incorporating the term ‘ELL’ and 

its various cognates into the search terms I used for the pilot study, I expanded upon the 

previous data set develop the current one.  

The analysis of data from the initial pilot study revealed that dialogic pedagogy is 

used as an umbrella term to denote a form of constructive teaching and learning that 

enables students to play an active role in shaping classroom agenda through dialogic 

interaction (Alexander, 2005; Biesta, 1995; Keis, 2006; Kennedy, 2006; Kramer, 2001; 

Lyle, 2008; Morrell, 2004; Skidmore, 2003). My findings also revealed that different 

accounts of dialogic pedagogy often have different political ends-in-view and different 

ontological and epistemological commitments, but share their commitment to dialogue as 
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the very pedagogical instrument to foster active citizenship in participatory democracy. 

The pilot study enabled me to begin to develop congruence between my theoretical and 

methodological concerns. While a very small data set, I was left unsettled about the 

discussions regarding the needs of ELLs (or lack there-of). Ultimately, that pilot study 

helped me to hone the research questions I hope to answer here, and ultimately served as 

starting point for this larger study. 

Limitations  

Though there are numerous emerging accounts of dialogic pedagogy informed by 

disparate theoretical sources that promote dialogue as an important concept to classroom 

practices, I chose to limit my data to texts that fall within the Freirean tradition of 

dialogic pedagogy (see, for instance, Bakhtin, 1941; Bakhtin, 1981; Freire, 1998; 

Habermas, 1971; Habermas, 1984; hooks, 2003; Lipman, 1993; Lipman, 2003). My 

reason for this choice is twofold: 1) Freire conceptualizes dialogic inquiry in classrooms 

as a means to develop critical consciousness. His notion of dialogue focuses on using the 

problematization of language to help individuals ‘conscientize’ the existence of the 

oppressive regime of power/knowledge in the hope to move individuals to take action to 

transform society (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; McLaren, 1991), 

and;  2) Freire’s pedagogical approach has been shaped by his concern with politically, 

economically and linguistically marginalized populations and has had a profound 

influence on educational theorizing that aims to empower individuals and groups to 

action that changes their lives (Freire, 1993; Freire, 1998; Jupp, 2001; Arce, 2004; 

Haneda & Wells, 2008). I explain these reasons in turn.   
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1) For Freire, dialogue is essentially an integral part of human struggle to be free 

(Freire, 1994; Freire, 1998; Glass, 2001). Dialogue is linked to intentional action seeking 

to transform the world (including the self) (Freire, 1990; Glass, 2001). The conditions 

that compel humans to seek liberation also produce the human capacity and desire for 

knowledge (Freire, 1990; Glass, 2001). To this goal, educators of critical pedagogy 

accentuate dialogue as a method of problem posing in which both students and teachers 

engaged as fellow dialoguers approach the historical and cultural world as transformable 

(Apple, 2004; Giroux, 2004; hooks, 2003; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; McLaren, 2005; 

Kincheloe, 2008; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999).  

Freire refused to reduce his dialogic approach to a programme. For Freire, 

teaching is essentially a human act grounded in the interaction between students and 

teachers. Seen from this perspective, the transformative potential of dialogue is 

intrinsically embedded in the profound importance of language for individuals’ being in 

the world. In order to achieve the authentic human existence that liberation entails, 

dialogue must begin with the experience of the students and aims at empowering students 

(Freire, 1986; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Freire 1998; Giroux, 2004; hooks, 2003; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; McLaren, 2005; Kincheloe, 2008). In Freire’s notion of dialogue, 

students’ experiences are recognized and honored as a major source of their own 

knowledge. Freire and Macedo (1987) insisted that students are not passive receptacles: 

“Educators must develop radical pedagogical structures that provide students with the 

opportunity to use their own reality as a basis of literacy and help students develop their 

voice” (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 151). For my purpose of studying critical pedagogy’s 
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theorization of ELL students, it is especially important to value ELL students’ experience 

and help them to use their experience to transform the reality.  

Focusing on the transformative potential of dialogue, critical pedagogy educators 

view dialogue broadly as an integral part of the literacy practice that seeks to help 

students problematize language in their meaning making of the relation of word and 

world. To facilitate liberatory education, Freire insisted that the oppressed (including ELL 

students) must be able to read the world and themselves in a critical way that reveals the 

processes of historical formation in order to express their power of humanization and 

write their thoughts (Freire, 1990; Freire, 1994; Glass, 2001). Freire’s notion of dialogue 

as a problem posing method is important especially for ELLs as languages can have both 

enabling and constraining effects for them. In order to address the special needs of ELL 

students, dialogue must seek to create situations in which students can more deeply 

express their own hopes and intentions, hence enables them to “speak a true word” and 

overcome their “silencing” (Freire, 1990; Freire, 1994; Glass, 2001).  

2) Freire’s idea of meaningful dialogic communication as a critical link in a 

collective struggle against oppression and power inspired and has been systematically 

explored by a copious body of scholarly work in dialogic pedagogy and gave rise to 

critical pedagogies whose major proponents significantly expand Freire’s dialogism with 

their engaged discourses with postmodernism and post-structuralism (Ellsworth, 1994; 

Giroux, 1997; McLaren, 1991; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; Shor, 

1992; Kincheloe, 2008; Lensmire, 1998). Despite significant differences existing within 

the tradition of critical pedagogy, the shared vision of its practitioners is to develop a 
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critical consciousness of “the mechanisms of oppression imposed by the established 

order” from the perspective of the “dispossessed and oppressed” (McLaren, 2005, p.7). 

Given the commitment of critical pedagogy to the underprivileged, it is natural for me to 

wonder how it theorizes the special need of ELL students. 

Considering Freire’s critical approach to dialogue and his commitment to the 

historically marginalized groups, and his profound influence among progressive 

educators, I limited my data to dialogic pedagogy that falls within his trajectory of 

influence in addressing my research question: How does dialogic pedagogy theorize 

about the relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students in 

mainstream, content-area classrooms?     

Data Collection 

Like in my pilot study, I employed the search terms ‘critical pedagogy’ in 

conjunction with ‘dialogue’, and ‘ELL Students’ to identify the relevant articles, using 

EDUCATION FULL TEXT, EDUCATION RESEARCH COMPLETE, ERIC 

EDUCATION and GOOGLE SCHOLAR, as the primary research data bases and 

aggregators. This search yielded 5 articles, clearly not a date set. My preliminary research 

suggested that within the text of critical pedagogy that specifically theorized dialogue as 

a means of empowerment, very few texts addressed ELL students per se, but only 

obliquely referred to them in general umbrella terms such as ‘the underprivileged’, ‘the 

oppressed’, ‘the marginalized’, etc. My initial finding hence compelled me to re-

conceptualize the object of my research to include the texts of critical pedagogy that do 

not easily separate broader populations of the underprivileged from ELL students. This 
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move implies that the indiscriminate treatment of different groups of the 

‘underprivileged’ within critical pedagogy will be part of my data analysis. As a result, I 

broadened my search by using the combination of the terms ‘critical pedagogy’ and 

‘dialogue’ only, and found 217 relevant articles that are available in PDF format in full 

text, after double-checking each article for duplication.  

Identifying the Data Set  

In this procedure, I reviewed each article to determine its inclusion and exclusion. 

Articles that fall outside the parameters of my research question “How does dialogic 

pedagogy theorize about the relationships between language, power and the needs of 

ELL students in mainstream, content-area classrooms?” are excluded. Only texts of 

critical pedagogy that focus on dialogue as a method of instruction in the setting of 

general education in which English is used as the language of instruction and assessment 

are included as the study sample.  

A preliminary survey of my collected study sample revealed that many articles are 

studies conducted in countries other than the U.S. I limited my data to those that were set 

in the context of the U.S. alone or in a comparison with other countries as I am concerned 

with ELL students in the U.S. schools.  

Given my research question were concerned with the mainstreaming of ELL 

students, I selected texts that were published from 2001 to the present, as 2001 is the year 

when NCLB was signed into law. NCLB requires all students including ELL students to 

take the same standardized tests as their native-speaking peers. To comply with such a 

requirement of NCLB, schools nationwide are encouraged to mainstream ELL students in 
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content area classes. As was discussed previously in the chapter of literature review, 

being in mainstream classrooms poses critical challenges for ELL students and 

profoundly shapes their learning experience.   

Since my research question was only concerned with ELL students in mainstream 

classrooms, I selected items that referred to studies taking place in the context of general 

education, which included articles about K-12 and higher education since they all 

involved classrooms in which English is used as a means of instruction as well as 

assessment.  

In addition to articles published since NCLB took effect, I included articles or 

books that are considered to be core texts of critical pedagogy based on the frequency of 

their citation. My choice of core texts is not intended to be comprehensive, but to build an 

appropriate size of data. For the convenience of coding, I preferred items that are 

available in electronic format whenever possible.  

 An example of an item to include for analysis is Giroux’s “Education and the 

Crisis of Youth: Schooling and the Promise of Democracy” (2009). It involves a general 

education setting and the use of dialogue in discussing social justice and democracy. 

After discussing how it addresses the four issues emerging in the review of ELL literature, 

I employed the CDA concepts that I have discussed previously to identify its discursive 

formation, discursive strategies and styles, and explore the discursive effects of its 

discourse for ELL students. An example of excluded item is Akbari’s “Transforming lives: 

introducing critical pedagogy into ELT classrooms” (Akbari, 2008).  The study refers to a 

classroom setting in which English is taught as the subject. It was excluded since it is not 



 98 

set in a mainstream classroom and hence falls outside of the direct scope of my research 

question. As the application of the research question would require interpretation, each 

article was closely examined for its content and context.  

       For each article that was excluded, reasons for its exclusion were noted in the 

analysis chart that I used to organize the data. The number of my study sample resulted 

from this including/excluding procedure was 127.  

Table 2 

Including and Excluding Items 

 Include (texts that fall 

within the parameter of my 

research question) (n=127) 

Exclude (texts that fall 

outside the parameter of my 

research question) (n=90)  

Core texts  (n=10) (Such as Burbules, 

2000; Ellsworth, 1994; 

Freire, 1993; Freire, 1998; 

Giroux, 1997; Gore, 1993; 

McLaren, 1991; Freire & 

Macedo, 1987; Giroux & 

McLaren, 1992; Shor, 1992) 

 

Texts (2001- the present) (n=117) (For example, 

Apples, 2004; Coffey, 2009; 

Degener, 2001; Duncan-

Andrade & Morrell, 2008; 

Van Duinen, 2005/2006; 

Wolk, 2003) 

(n=90) (For example, 

Barrett, 2005; Breunig, 

2005; DeVeriese, 2008; 

Elliott, 2007; Haque, 2007; 

Sonn, 2008) 

 

Collecting and Sorting Instances 

      To ensure that I approached the literature in a systematic and consistent manner, 

as well as to minimize the possibility of overlooking or ignoring certain issues relevant to 

dialogic pedagogy’s theorization of ELL students, I created an analysis chart that is used 

as a base to analyze all the data I collect for my study. The analyzing categories I 
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employed are —1) specificity of required cultural capital in the school curriculum; 2) 

bias of hidden curriculum; 3) the exclusion of heritage languages; 4) the suppression of 

student voice, subjectivity and identity. I uncovered these objects of research in the 

review of the ELL literature using Bourdieu’s analysis of the symbolic power of language 

as a filter. I analyzed one article at a time, moving through the chart each theme at a time. 

I stopped to review my coding continuously, to ensure that I was applying the analytic 

framework consistently. I then was able to engage in uncovering the intertextual aspects 

of the data. In addition, I asked other researchers familiar with my work to review my 

coding, and to apply my coding scheme to triangulate findings. 

       I identified how each article addresses each of the issues that face ELL students in 

general education in which English is used as the language of instruction and assessment. 

I looked for any instance of an analyzing category included in each article. When I 

discovered any, I noted what I found, where in the article it was found, and highlighted 

relevant texts for later reference. 

Analysis Procedure   

       Once the chart was completed, I employed the selected CDA concepts (Discursive 

Formation, Discursive Strategy, Styles and Discursive Effect) that I outlined earlier to 

engage in a more in-depth analysis of the data (Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, 1989/2001; 

Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003). The procedure included the following 

recursive steps: 

       Identifying discursive formation. Having identified all the responses to each issue 

facing ELL students within a section of text, I identified types of discourses or discursive 
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formations by searching for regularities within and across texts of critical pedagogy 

(Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006). As a way of representing 

broader world views, a discourse or discursive formation can be indicated by “the 

regularity among seemingly unconnected groups of statements and the rules that govern 

this regularity,’ (Smythe, 2006; p. 26). To identify discourses about ELL students within 

the text of critical pedagogy, I looked for trends and patterns in the instantiation of each 

analyzing category within and across the study sample. Similarities and differences of 

various discourse types were noted. For example, an argument against neo-liberal, pro-

capitalist educational policies grounded in a neo-Marxist framework was identified to be 

a different discourse from one speaking from the post-colonial perspective that 

emphasized the autonomy of local communities and indigenous forms of knowledge and 

should be noted as such (Apple, 2004; Bowers, 2008). Each of these discourses 

represented different ways of framing ELL in the broader social relations and was 

considered separately for their implications for the theorization of ELL students.  

        Identifying deployed discursive strategies. After identifying types of discourses 

by searching the regularities within and cross texts of dialogic pedagogy, I attended to 

discursive strategies deployed within the text that excludes ELL students. A discursive 

strategy can be characterized as the ways a discourse constitutes its object that seek to 

normalize subjectivities and exclude others (Bourdieu, 1994; Fairclough, Pardoe and 

Szerszynski, 2003; Foucault, 2002; Smythe, 2006). For example, in the studies of 

Ardizzone (2007) and Chapman (2004), English was normalized as the standard 

linguistic practice and the literacy competency and skills that ELL students developed in 
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their heritage languages were not accounted for.  In this instance the deployed discursive 

strategy created the effect of excluding ELL students’ subjectivities.  

       Identifying competing styles. The next level of analysis identified competing 

styles of discourses that reveal them as social construction (Fairclough, Pardoe and 

Szerszynski, 2003; Smythe, 2006). In this study, style was characterized as ways of 

identifying, constructing or enunciating the self, including both social and institutional 

identities. The notion of style was employed to reveal the subject position(s) of the 

researcher and how the subject position regulates access to discourse by placing ELL 

students and others within the space created by the discourse. Styles in discourses can be 

revealed by the following questions: Who has access to which discourses, and who has 

the power to impose and enforce constraints on access? (Fairclough, 1989/2001, p. 52) 

Thinking of styles within the analysis implies thinking of the ways that discourse 

construct people into a wide range of subject positions. For example, theorists from the 

tradition of Neo-Marxism, feminism, or Critical Race Theory may have different ways of 

positioning themselves vis-à-vis ELL students and that may inform their theorization of 

dialogic pedagogy and the needs of ELL students in a dialogic process.   

 Identifying the discursive effects. Discursive effects are concerned with who 

gains or who is denied of power through discourses and the implications of this for the 

reproduction of imbalanced power relations. This level of analysis involves a reflective 

process that sensitized me to the complexity and contradictions of different discourses 

within the text of critical pedagogy about ELL students, discursive strategies deployed in 

normalizing or excluding ELLs, and subject positions taken up by authors/speakers and 
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the social relationship and tensions that they implied (Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 

2003; Smythe, 2006). But mostly importantly, focusing on the effects of discourses about 

ELL students within the text of critical pedagogy urged me to recognize, to respond to 

and challenge the powerful and implicit preconceptions about ELL students that create 

potentially enabling and constraining spaces simultaneously for ELL students. For 

example, Jennings and Lynn (2005) focused on the responsibility of African American 

teachers in their problematization of racial minorities as a normalized order. While 

empowering students by revealing identities as socially, culturally and historically 

constructed, their choice of focus may have unwittingly reinforced teacher authority and 

limited the active role (as I described previously) that dialogic pedagogy has entrusted to 

students for their learning and personal growth (Freire, 1998). Such an analysis led me to 

realize that a viable pedagogical approach that enables and fosters cultural and linguistic 

diversity must allow ‘plural openings’ and cannot merely depend on the initiatives of 

teachers (Taylor & Robinson, 2009). Linguistic and cultural diversity must be 

incorporated into school curriculum and structure if schools are to create a positive 

enabling space that empowers ELL students. 

 By approaching my samples in this way, I systematically identified ways in which 

dialogic pedagogy theorizes ELL students. The procedure allowed me to look at the 

completed charts and identified discursive formations across the study sample, to analyze 

the discursive effects of critical pedagogy and thus enabling me to draw conclusions 

about how dialogic pedagogy theorizes ELL students, to suggest areas for future research, 

to point out issues that needs to be further addressed, and to recommend school policies 
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and classroom practices.   

Issues of Validity and Limitations 

       CDA, because of its integration of textual analysis and social theory, enables an in-

depth analysis of text and its relation to the social world. As CDA is deeply interpretive 

and value-based, and to a large extent is a deconstructive reading of the text, there may 

not be ‘hard data’ provided through discourse analysis that is acceptable in the positivist 

sense (Lather, 1986). However, it does not mean that critical discourse analysis is 

arbitrary. In wake of the inadequacies of positivist assumptions when examining the 

complexities of human experience, Lather has argued that there is no reason why a self-

correcting element cannot be built into an openly value based research (Lather, 1986). In 

“Issues of Validity in Openly Ideological Research: Between a Rock and a Soft Place” 

(1986), she examined the validity claims of ‘openly ideological research’ such as Carol 

Gilligan’s feminist research, Michael Apple’s critical ethnography and Freire’s 

‘empowering’ research, and proposed a reconceptualization of validity appropriate for 

openly value-based research (Lather, 1986; Reason and Rowan, 1981). With this frame of 

reference, she argued that a research design must give confidence in the trustworthiness 

of data by accounting for the following validity considerations:  

1. Triangulation of methods, data sources, and theories (Lather, 1986, p.78) 

2. Reflexivity (documentation of how the researcher's perspectives have been affected by 

the logic of the data) (Lather, 1986, p.78) 

3. Face validity (established by recycling categories, emerging analysis, and conclusions 

back through at least a sub-sample of respondents) (Lather, 1986, p.78) 
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4. Catalytic validity (documentation that the research process has led to insight and 

activism on the part of the respondents as in an interview or survey) (Lather, 1986, p.78) 

       I addressed triangulation and reflexivity only, as face validity and catalytic validity 

did not apply to my research. I met the validity consideration of triangulation by 

specifying criteria for including/excluding data, building an appropriate size of study 

sample, and grounding my theoretical validity in the critique of critical pedagogy in its 

theorization of ELL students. In addition, after applying the preliminary coding strategies, 

I asked colleagues to apply those same strategies to code a randomly identified subset of 

item to check for triangulation. We then compared and discussed our responses. In doing 

so, I was able to confirm the context validity as well as hone certain elements of the 

analytic process. Reflexivity was met by an ongoing, back and forth, process of checking, 

revising and triangulating my coding when appropriate, and tracking those changes, to 

make them part of the analysis as well. Even so, CDA remains, to a large extent, 

interpretative and indeterminate. It does not excuse one to ignore empirical accountability 

for demonstrating data credibility, but it does indicate that the validity of one’s research 

rely on one’s methodological discipline and on the force and logic of one’s argument.  

        My study, however, ran the risk of all textual analysis, that is, I risked neglecting 

historical and material practices. I was not attempting a complete representation of all 

texts pertaining to the democratic discourse of dialogic pedagogy. The published texts 

included as data in this study represent only a fraction of the phenomenon that I struggled 

to make sense of. It should be acknowledged from the start that my analysis of dialogic 

pedagogy will be partial, as it was relative to my own perspective in terms of intellectual 
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interests, practical and political concerns which will be brought to bear upon the analysis 

of critical pedagogy in its relation to addressing the special needs of ELL students in the 

mainstream classroom where English is used as the language of instruction and 

assessment.   

Conclusions 

A research project investigating how the praxis of dialogic pedagogy theorizes the 

relationships between language and power in mainstream classrooms to account for its 

simultaneously constituting a constraining and enabling space for ELL students would 

help address what dialogical pedagogy has failed to take into account: the role of 

language in mediating power and privileges in U.S. education and shaping the learning 

experience of ELL students. My study investigated the capacity of dialogic pedagogy in 

addressing some of the timely issues that emerge in the recent mainstreaming of ELL 

education and helped enrich the theoretical understanding of dialogic pedagogy in 

support of its democratic promise of providing equal access for all.  
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Chapter Five 

Descriptive Findings 

Introduction 

       This chapter presents the descriptive findings of the data analysis of my research 

in search of answering on the research question: “How does dialogic pedagogy theorize 

about the relationships between language, power and the needs of ELL students in 

mainstream, content-area classrooms?” The “descriptive” findings are organized around 

the four categories I employed as sensitizing concepts derived from my literature review 

of ELL education (specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum; bias of hidden 

curriculum; the hegemony of English to the exclusion of heritage languages; the 

suppression of student voice, subjectivity and identity) and focus primarily on the content 

of my data.  

Though this stage of my analysis was intended to be descriptive, it may not be 

purely descriptive (Fairclough, 1989/2001). My description of the texts relied on my 

interaction with data, reproducing texts against background assumptions that help me 

identify the structural effects of critical pedagogy as a form of dialogic pedagogy for ELL 

students (Fairclough, 1989/2001). For example, what I described as critical pedagogy’s 

ability to construct counter-discourses to dominant ideologies, like neoliberalism, may 

not be conceptualized by others as such (for example, see Chapman, 2004; Cook-Sather, 

2007; Ellsworth, 1994; Gur Zeev, 2005). The dependence of description on background 

assumptions makes it important that I am aware of the ideological properties of my 

assumptions and I must also account for them.  To that end, I engaged an ongoing self-
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reflection on my own ideological assumptions whenever possible. I summarize my 

reflection on the research method in Chapter Seven. 

Here, I describe the data set in terms of its theorization of ELL students. I will 

illustrate that, overall, the data failed to substantially address the need of ELL students on 

any level, with few exceptions. Through this descriptive analysis I illustrate the impacts 

of this ‘absence’ of ELL students from the wider discussions revealed in my data set. In 

Chapter Six, I turn to a discussion of what the CDA process uncovered.  

Summary of Descriptive Findings 

Employing the critical challenges faced by ELLs in mainstream classrooms as 

“objects of research,” the data were examined how it revealed about how critical 

pedagogy as a form of dialogic pedagogy theorizes the needs of ELL in content-area 

mainstream classrooms. In particular, I explored the following four sub-questions 

conjoining to my overarching research question:  

1) What does the data reveal about the specificity of cultural literacy in the school 

curriculum? 

2) What does the data reveal about the bias of hidden curriculum for ELL students in 

mainstream classrooms?  

3) What does the data reveal about the hegemony of English in mainstream classrooms?  

4) What does the data reveal about the role of English in the suppression of students’ 

voice, subjectivity and identity for ELL students? 

 As mentioned earlier in the methodology chapter, the pursuit of my research 

question generates a data size of 217 articles. 127 of 217 items were included in my study 



 108 

sample after excluding those that fall outside the parameter of my research question. In 

my descriptive analysis, I examined how each included item theorizes each of the issues 

expressed in the four sub-questions derived from the ELL literature review. I first 

examine its relevance to the issues relating to ELL students. Once this is decided, I 

further examined its relevance to ELL students. Following such a procedure, I grouped all 

the included items into the following categories: ‘no reference to the issue’, ‘reference to 

the issue/reference to ELLs’, ‘reference to the issue/no reference to ELLs/Some 

implication for ELLs’, and ‘reference to the issue/no reference to ELLs/ No implication 

for ELLs’ (See Table 3).  

Table 3 

Numerical Property of Descriptive Findings 

Issues facing 

ELL 

students 

No 

reference to 

the issue  

Reference to the 

issue/reference to 

ELLs 

Reference to the 

issue/no reference 

to ELLs/ some 

Implication for 

ELLs  

Reference to the 

issue/no 

reference to 

ELLs/no 

implication for 

ELLs  

Specificity 

of Cultural 

Literacy of 

school 

curriculum 

n=114/127 

(89%)  

n=1/127 (0.07%)  n=12/127 (9%)  n=0/127 (0%) 

Bias of 

Hidden 

curriculum 

n=24/127 

(18%)  

n=1/127 (0.07%)  n=102/127 (80%)  n=0/127 (0%) 

Hegemony 

of English 

n=119/127 

(93%)  

n=3/127 (2%)  n=5/127 (3%)  n=0/127 (0%) 

Suppression 

of voice, 

subjectivity, 

and identity  

n=71/127 

(55%) 

 

n=2/127 (1%)  n=54/127 (42%)  n=0/127 (0%) 
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Preliminary analysis of data revealed that for the most part, dialogic 

pedagogy/critical pedagogy failed to theorize about the needs of ELL students. As 

illustrated by the data, overall, there are high numbers of the texts that made no reference 

at all to the issues relating to ELL students, n=114/127 (89%) for “specificity of cultural 

literacy of school curriculum”, n=24/127 (18%) for “bias of hidden curriculum”, n=119 

(94%) for “the hegemony of English”, and n=71/127; (55%) for “suppression of voice, 

subjectivity and identity”. Among those that did refer to the issue, only a low number of 

items made reference to ELL students, n=1/127 (0.7%) for “specificity of cultural literacy 

of school curriculum”, n=1/127 (0.07%) for “bias of hidden curriculum”, n=3/127 (2%) 

for “the hegemony of English”, and n=2/127 (1%) for “suppression of voice, subjectivity 

and identity”. Given the lack of reference to the issues pertaining to ELL students or lack 

of reference to ELL students at all, the data’s failure to address ELL students is 

conspicuous.  

 In what follows, I summarize my descriptive findings in depth. Within each 

section, I 1) describe my coding and present my findings in a table term; 2) summarize 

the findings relating to each sensitizing category as described above; 3) reflect on the 

implications of the findings for ELL students.  

Specificity of Cultural Literacy in the School Curriculum  

As mentioned earlier, the data revealed that 114 of 127 items in my study made no 

reference at all to the specificity of cultural literacy of school curriculum. 12 of 127 

referred to the issue (for example, see Degener, 2001; Bowers, 2007; Chan-Tiberghien, 

2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2006; Graham, 2007; Kincheloe, 2008). Among 
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them, only one item specifically referred to ELL students (Degener, 2001).  

Within the data, the references to the specificity of cultural literacy of the school 

curriculum were indicated by terms such as ‘Western cultural heritage’, ‘European 

centered view’, ‘Western knowledge’, ‘Western knowledge/values’ and their other 

variations. The use of such terms suggests that critical pedagogy theorizes the school 

curriculum to be embedded in specific sets of cultural beliefs or assumptions that may 

have discriminating effects for minority students (see Table 4).  

Table 4 

Coding for Specificity of Cultural Literacy in the School Curriculum 

Sensitizing Category Example from the 

data 

Interpretation 

Specificity of cultural literacy 

of the school curriculum  

Indicated by terms 

such as “Western 
cultural heritage” 
(Degener, 2001, 

p.32), Euro-centered 

view (Bowers, 2007, 

p. 112), Western 

knowledge (Chan-

Tiberghien, 2004), 

western 

knowledge/values 

(Giroux, 2006, p. 30), 

etc.  

According to critical 

pedagogy/dialogic 

pedagogy, school curriculum 

refers to American culture 

that is profoundly shaped by 

western heritages (primarily 

Eurocentric perspectives). 

Such perspectives are 

informed by different sets of 

beliefs, assumptions or 

references than what ELL 

students have learned in 

their earlier life. The access 

to such knowledge is a form 

of cultural capital for 

students who come from 

other cultural backgrounds.  

 

Despite the infrequent reference to ELL students in the data, the data as a whole 

provided a general discussion of school curriculum as a source of inequality and 

domination. As such, it has the following key implications for ELL learners: 
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 The school curriculum is rooted in Western culture and is culturally specific 

(n=8/127 of the data set; 6%) (For example, see Braa & Callero, 2006; Degener, 

2001; Bowers, 2007; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 

2006; Graham, 2007; Kincheloe, 2008). 

 The school curriculum favors the cultural capital representative of the dominant 

groups and neglects students’ local knowledge (n=10/127; 7%) (For example, see 

Braa & Callero, 2006; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2010; Graham, 2007; 

Lensmire, 1998). 

 Critical pedagogy promotes literacy practices that build on the dialogic 

relationship between students and teachers to uncover the dominant ideologies 

(n=12/127; 9%) (For example, see Degener, 2001; Allington, 1998; Ardizzone, 

2007; Coffey, 2009; Morrell, 2002; Naidrich, 2009; Shor, 1999). 

The school curriculum is rooted in Western culture and is culturally specific 

(n=8/127). Despite no explicit allusion to ELL students, 8/127 of the data maintained that 

the school curriculum is heavily couched in a language that reflects cultural specificity 

(Bowers, 2007; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Giroux, 2006; Kincheloe, 2008). For example, in 

a meta-analysis that examined the ‘educational globalization’ developing in the U.S. and 

other countries that are fueled by global competition, Chan-Tiberghien (2004) lamented 

the privileging of western cultures in those educational restructurings. She stated that “the 

globalization of knowledge and Western culture” constantly reaffirms the West’s view of 

itself as “the center of legitimate knowledge, the arbiter of what counts as knowledge” 

and the source of “civilized” knowledge’ at the expense of the minority students who has 
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no previous exposure to the “civilized knowledge” (Chan-Tiberghien, 2004, p.197). By 

doing so, she acknowledged the relations of power which operate in the school 

curriculum and classroom practice for marginalized groups.  

Kincheloe (2008) contended that by schools often “privilege capitals that may 

deny access to the minority students by ways of knowing, acting, and being” (Kincheloe, 

2008, p.110). In addressing the failure of literacy programs in schools to address 

culturally and linguistically diverse populations, Degener (2001) argued that those who 

defend a “Western cultural heritage” fail to recognize that marginalized groups do not 

possess the same cultural capital as those in the dominant group, such failure contributes 

to unequal power relations in schools. As a result of the influence of such political 

ideologies, “teachers tend to value students more highly who more closely represent the 

mainstream in their language, ethnicity, socioeconomic background, language, and life 

experiences than those of nonmainstream groups" (Degener, 2001, p.33).  

From the perspective as illustrated above, the lack of prior access to the school 

curriculum that privileges Western cultures implies that ELL students are placed at a 

disadvantage in competing with their English-speaking monolingual peer (Bowers, 2007; 

Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006; Giroux, 2006; Graham, 2007; 

Kincheloe, 2008).  

 The school curriculum favors the cultural capital representative of the 

dominant groups and neglected students’ local knowledge (n=10/127). Analysis of the 

data revealed, 7% of the items uphold the view that within schools, particular knowledge 

is legitimated and promoted over other forms of knowledge and those in power are the 
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ones who generally decide what knowledge is to be privileged, thus excluding groups 

whose lack of previous exposure to such knowledge prevents them from contributing to 

the process and production of the validation of that knowledge (Graham, 2007; Van 

Dulnen, 2005/2006).  

For example, Van Dulnen (2005/2006) noted that “teachers often value dominant 

forms of discourse and literacy practices when they make decisions about how students 

should show what they have learned”. The “wording, style and format of traditional tests 

and quizzes” emphasize academic literacy skills that can put students with limited 

exposure to the academic language used in schools at a disadvantage (Van Dulnen, 

2005/2006, p.146). As was discussed earlier, the specific form of linguistic capital 

required to master the school curriculum and pass the standardized tests presents critical 

challenges to ELL students.  

In an article stressing the importance of students’ local knowledge in students’ 

construction of social reality, Graham (2007) argued that under NCLB, “mainstream 

American education reform is deeply committed to a standards and testing culture that 

tends to ignore the peculiarities of places in order to standardize the experiences of 

students” (Graham, 2007, p. 375). The specificity of the school curriculum is hence 

reinforced and perpetuated through the standardization of curriculum and assessment 

(Giroux & McLaren, 1989; Graham, 2007; Kincheloe, 2008).  

Because the school curriculum privileges cultural capital that favors the dominant 

group, knowledge valued by ELL students and other underrepresented social groups are 

dismissed as unimportant. ELL students risk of being further marginalized by a school 
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culture that is already alienating to the majority of students (Braa & Callero, 2006; 

Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2010; Graham, 2007; Lensmire, 1998).  

 Critical pedagogy promotes literacy practices that build on the dialogic 

relationship between students and teachers to uncover the dominant ideologies 

(n=12/127). In order to resist ideologically laden curriculum that channels culturally 

specific viewpoints, some critical educators (12/127 of the data) focused on the dialogic 

interaction between students and teachers as a means to sensitize students to the 

ideological messages in school curricula. For example, rooted in the Freirean tradition 

that views literacy as aiming at challenging and transforming “dominant ideologies and 

culture” that “dictate educational practices” (Degener, 2001, p.32), Degener (2001) 

suggested that literacy should “encourage a dialogic relationship between teachers and 

students” and should be “designed around the backgrounds, needs, and interests of 

students” (Degener, 2001, p.27). She argued that the purpose of literacy practices in 

classrooms is to provide a structure “where students are able to use their developing 

literacy skills to analyze critically their place in society, understand how certain cultural 

assumptions and biases have put them and their families at risk, and ultimately learn how 

to challenge the status quo” (Degener, 2001, p. 40). To this end, she particularly 

emphasized the importance to develop literacy practice that validates “the histories, 

dreams, and experiences” students bring to schools and encourages them to use their 

languages and cultures to make sense of their learning (Degener, 2001, p. 40).   

 In an article criticizing that standardized assessments impose “dominant forms of 

discourse and literacy practices” on marginalized students, Van Dulnen (2005/2006) 
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proposed that assessments should be “a partnership between students and teachers” and 

“involve ongoing communication and feedback and provide opportunity for teachers and 

students to learn from and with each other” (Van Dulnen, 2005/2006, p.144). She 

particularly emphasized that “students’ historicity is recognized and placed within the 

context of problem-posing education, education that uses real world problems and 

struggles of human beings in their relations with the world” (Van Dulnen, 2005/2006, 

p.146). The recognition that students’ cultural heritages and local knowledge can 

contribute to the enrichment of school curriculum and cultures is an important means to 

empower minority students.   

 From this perspective of critical pedagogy, dialogue is considered as part of a 

broadly defined literacy practice that aims at the fulfillment of collective emancipation. 

Students are expected to play an active role in classroom communications. The emphasis 

on students’ historicity and local knowledge is particularly important to ELL students as 

it provides ELLs and other marginalized students alternative perspectives to challenge the 

dominant ideologies embedded in the school curriculum (Degener, 2001; Van Dulnen, 

2005/2006; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Kincheloe, 2008). 

Implications for ELL students 

 Analysis of the data revealed that 13 out of 127 critical educators recognized that 

the specificity of cultural literacy inherent in school curriculum and classroom practices 

might create a discriminating educational context that leads to negative educational 

outcomes for minority students (Degener, 2001; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999; Van 

Duinen, 2005/2006; Wolk, 2003). Within the Freirean tradition, critical educators 
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recommended dialogic interaction between students and teachers as a classroom literacy 

practice that aims at exposing and transforming the cultural and political ideologies 

(Coffey, 2009; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006; Kincheloe, 2008; Shor, 1999). 

Nevertheless, the data illustrated that except for a few exceptions, critical pedagogy as a 

whole failed to address the specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum for 

ELL students.  

Bias of the Hidden Curriculum 

Within the data, 103 of 127 (80%) addressed the bias of the hidden curriculum but 

only one (Degener, 2001) discussed the bias of the hidden curriculum for ELL students.  

As described previously, by “hidden curriculum”, I had in mind "the unstated 

social norms and moral beliefs tacitly transmitted through the socialization process that 

structure classroom social relationships” (Giroux, 1983, P.48). In search of references to 

hidden curriculum, I paid particular attention to terms alluding to the impacts for students 

resulting from educational polices, classroom practices, teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and 

interests of schools, communities and society (See table 5). 
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Table 5 

Coding for the Bias of Hidden Curriculum 

Sensitizing category Examples from the data Interpretation 

The bias of “hidden 
curriculum” 

 

Educational policies 

(Apple, 2004, p.40; 

Saunders, 1010, p.65); 

classroom practice 

(Ardizzone, 2007, p.51); 

visions or roles of teachers 

(Ayers, Michie, and Rome, 

2004, p.27; Allen, 2009); 

discursive emphasis, 

(Cahill, 2007, p. 269);  

racism, (McLaren, 2005, 

p.14); schooling structure 

and discourse (Weiner, 

2007, p. 62). 

Hidden curriculum is 

understood as beliefs, 

assumptions that can be 

transmitted through 

educational policies or 

practices, teachers’ attitudes 
toward students and other 

aspects of the socialization 

process.   

 

 Despite few references to ELL students, critical pedagogy’s analysis of the bias of 

hidden curriculum has important implications for ELL students and can be recapitulated 

as follows:  

 Schools are shaped by the hidden agenda of corporate interests and solely focus 

on industrial skills that reinforce inequality (n=29/127; 22%). (For example, see 

Apple, 2004; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2004; 

McLaren, 2005; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2005; Saunders, 2010). 

 To uncover hidden curriculum, critical pedagogy urges teachers to constantly 

challenge and interrogate their own beliefs and values in the cycle of praxis and 

reflection (n=13/127; 10%) (Adams, 1997; Allen, 2004; Chen, 2005; Giroux, 

2009; Goldstein, 2007; Jennings & Lynn, 2005). 

 Critical pedagogy calls for teachers to dialogue with students the meaning and 
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purposes that schools play in their relationship to the demands of the broader 

society (n=23/127; 18%) (Apples, 2004; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & 

Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2005; Saunders, 

2010)  

Schools are shaped by the hidden agenda of corporate interests and solely 

focus on industrial skills that reinforce inequality (n=29/127). Most of the discussion 

within the data relating to the bias of hidden curriculum took place in the context of the 

critique of neoliberalism. Critical educators like Apple (2004), Giroux (2004) and 

McLaren (2005) believed that hidden-curriculum is fueled by the ideological forces of 

neoliberalism (Apple, 2004; Ainley & Canaan, 2005; Chan-Tiberghieh, 2004; Gallagher, 

2005; Giroux, 2004; Hill, 2006; McLaren, 2005; McLaren & Jaramillo, 2005; 

Pangllenian, 2009; Saunders, 2010). Within the tradition of critical pedagogy, the term 

"neoliberalism" has been used to denote a prevailing ideological paradigm that extends 

the logic of market economy into social, cultural, political and in particular, educational 

practices and policies (Cahill, 2007; Carr, 2010; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Gallagher & 

Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2010). Initially as a response to the capitalist crisis gradually 

unfolding in the last few decades after the World War II with its shrinking profit rates, 

neoliberalism has since arisen to represent the revived spirit of economic liberalism that 

mandates marketing principles in both private and public sectors of the society (for 

example, see Apple, 2004; Cahill, 2007; Carr, 2010; Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Giroux, 

2010). According to Saunder (2010), since the era of the Reagan administration, public 

education in the U.S. has been increasingly reshaped into competitive markets by the 
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force of neoliberalism (also see Apple, 2004; Cahill, 2007; Carr, 2010; Chan-Tiberghien, 

2004; Giroux, 2010; Saunders, 2010). Because economic productivity has become critical 

to remain the dominant power in global capitalism, education in the U.S. becomes less 

concerned with developing the well-rounded citizens and more concerned with 

developing the skills required for an individual to compete in the marketplace and 

become an economically productive member of society (Apples, 2004; Chan-Tiberghien, 

2004; Gallagher & Lorti, 2005; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; McLaren & Jaramillo, 

2005; Saunders, 2010).  From the perspective of neoliberalism, knowledge that reflects 

and celebrates the cultural heritages of ELL students is often not part of the school 

curriculum.  

 Critical educators like Apple (2004), Giroux (2004), and McLaren and Jaramillo 

(2005) have described extensively how neoliberalism has shaped school culture and 

literacy practices. Apple (2004) commented that “neo-liberal visions of quasi-markets are 

usually accompanied by neo-conservative pressure to regulate content and behavior 

through such things as national curricula, national standards, and national  

systems of assessment” (Apple, 2004, p.25) that “favor economic and social capitals that 

are privileged in terms of race and class (Apple, 2004, p.40). According to Apple (2004), 

the neoliberal educational policies that focus on literacy skills that support economic 

productivity “reintroduce class and race restratification within the school” (Apple, 2004, 

p. 40). Within the school system, more attention is generally given to “gifted” children 

and “fast-track” classes, whereas students who were seen as “less academically able” 

were considered “less attractive” (Apple, 2004, p. 40). Giroux (2010) argued that 
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education today is “defined through the corporate demand and narrowly defines skills, 

knowledge, and credentials at the expense of the minority students” (Giroux, 2010, 

p.191). McLaren & Jaramillo (2005) contended that “U.S. globalizing capitalist agenda 

generates bias hidden effects” for the minority population such as ELL students. The 

neoliberal educational policy and school practices view minority groups merely as a 

“bountiful cheap source of labor” and engage in a "politics of erasure" to their cultures 

(McLaren & Jaramillo, 2005, p. 418). 

 The neoliberal focus on narrowly defined literacy skills that cater to industrial and 

corporate interests results in discriminating effects for ELL students. Classroom 

instructions and literacy practices that address the special needs of ELL students are 

generally ignored. These critical educators brought to our attention the hidden effects of 

neoliberalism for ELL students. As schools increasingly become training grounds for 

industrial labor, ELL students and other marginalized groups are left to the caprice of 

market competition.  

Critical pedagogy urges teachers to constantly challenge and interrogate 

their own beliefs and values in the cycle of praxis and reflection (n=13/127). To 

expose and interrogate the hidden curriculum in the mainstream school culture, numerous 

critical educators emphasized the importance of teachers’ role in addressing the bias of 

hidden curriculum within schools (Adams, 1997; Allen, 2004; Chen, 2005; Giroux, 2009; 

Jennings & Lynn, 2005). Teachers are considered to be mediators between the students’ 

primary culture and the industrial/consumer culture. While teachers can be part of the 

hidden curriculum that contributes to the perpetuation of social inequality, they can also 
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play an important role in exposing and challenging the bias of hidden curriculum.  

Braa and Callero (2006) pointed out that “hidden curriculum whereby students are 

socialized and behaviorally conditioned to accept hierarchical structures of power” 

continues to perpetuate when teachers "promote a set of cultural ideologies that serve to 

legitimate existing class dominance" (Braa and Callero, 2006, p. 357). Giroux (2003) 

argued that educators need to “address the meaning and purpose that schools might play 

in their relationship to the demands of the broader society while simultaneously address 

issues emerging from the context of interacting with a diverse body of students” (Giroux, 

2003, p. 33). Goldstein (2007) contended that “teachers need to be aware of the hidden 

power that circulates in the classroom as teachers and students construct and struggle 

with knowledge. Educators must not only be well-versed in the theories, they also must 

understand the implications of critical praxis and be willing to integrate that praxis into 

their daily lives” (Goldstein, 2007, p. 27). As ELL students are often vulnerable to the 

bias hidden in school cultures and classroom practices, it is particularly important for 

mainstream teachers to critique with students the structures and values that serve as social 

norms as well as to demonstrate how these norms can be challenged and confronted.  

In order to address the hidden curriculum camouflaged by the deceiving agenda of 

neoliberalism and other influences that dominates school cultures and students’ lives, 

critical educators emphasized the need of teachers to constantly challenge and interrogate 

their own beliefs and values in the cycle of praxis and reflection and social actions (Chen, 

2005; Coffey, 2010; Goldstein, 2007). Given the role of classrooms as a space of racial, 

economic, and social tensions for ELL students, it is particularly important for teachers to 
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discuss and interrogate with students social values and norms that have hidden effects for 

ELL students and other minorities. 

 Critical pedagogy calls for teachers to dialogue with students the meaning and 

purpose that schools play in their relationship to the demands of the broader society 

(n=23/127). In order to address the hidden curriculum of neo-liberalism in mainstream 

settings, critical educators suggested the use of dialogue between students and teachers as 

a means to bring hidden curriculum to the surface, and expose it for critical discussion 

and reflection (Apples, 2004; Chan-Tiberghieh, 2004; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; 

Pangllenian, 2009).  

 To facilitate the contestation of power in schools, critical pedagogy advocates the 

construction of ideological critique in opposition to the dominant ideology. This can be 

achieved by exposing class contradictions in students’ lives through classroom dialogue 

and encouraging them to think how dominant capitalistic ideologies and corporate 

interests may work against their own material interests (Apple, 2004; Chan-Tiberghieh, 

2004; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; Pangllenian, 2009). For example, Quintero (2007) 

argued that “the problem-posing method of critical literacy can lead students to base new 

learning on personal experience in a way that encourages critical reflection and active 

participation” (Quintero, 2007, p.204). Shor (1999) maintained that dialogic interaction 

between students and teachers understood as a broadly defined literacy practice can be 

used to challenge "the status quo in an effort to discover alternative paths for self and 

social development" and “offer an alternative literacy that connects the political and the 

personal” (Shor, 1999, p.1). Student and teacher dialogue can be used to encourage 
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students, particularly ELL students, to think how dominant capitalistic ideologies may 

work against their own material interests and help them articulate their visions for social 

change.  

Within the framework of critical pedagogy, students are encouraged to examine 

the roles of schools and other institutions, individuals, groups, and histories in 

perpetuating capitalist social order. Built on a collaborative inquiry between students and 

teachers, critical pedagogy can be used as a means to address issues and challenges ELL 

students face in the mainstream cultures (Braa & Callero, 2006; Shor, 1999). 

Implications for ELL students 

Public education in the U.S. has been profoundly shaped by the hidden agenda of 

neoliberalism and chronically gives in to corporate interests that solely focus on literacy 

skills relevant to capitalist production. As a result, public schools express little interest in 

democratic values and the welfare of the underprivileged (Apple, 2004; Chan-Tiberghieh, 

2004; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005; Pangllenian, 2009). Critical educators called for a 

need to examine with students the meaning and purpose that schools might play in their 

relationship to the demands of the broader society through class communications and 

inquiries.  

Given the attitudes of teachers as part of hidden curriculum, the examination of 

the bias of the hidden curriculum through classroom discussions is especially relevant to 

ELL students, as ELL students are among the social groups that are most subject to 

capitalist exploitation and abuse. The neoliberal educational agenda focuses on high stake 

tests and on literacy skills that privilege cultural capital to which ELL students have no or 
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little exposure. The hidden curriculum of schools increases the odds against ELL students 

in a life already perforated with uncertainties and challenges. However, as analysis of the 

data revealed, few items specifically refer to ELLs when considering the hidden power of 

neoliberal educational polices and practices. The conspicuous absence of ELLs in the 

data points to the existence of a ‘hidden curriculum’ of critical pedagogy about ELL 

students themselves.  

The Hegemony of the English Language to the Exclusion of Heritage Languages 

Only 8 of 127 (6%) items referred to the hegemony of English and only 3 (2%) 

(Calderon 2003; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006) made specific reference to ELL 

students.  

 In this study, the hegemony of English is understood as the process of forging a 

‘standard’ language, regulating all the linguistic practices. Within the data, I attended to 

how critical pedagogy theorizes about English being privileged as the language of 

instruction and assessment (See Table 6). 
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Table 6 

Coding for The Hegemony of the English Language to the Exclusion of Heritage 

Languages  

Sensitizing category Examples from the data Interpretation 

The Hegemony of the 

English Language to the 

Exclusion of Heritage 

Languages. 

“Schools have the power to 
privilege certain 

languages over others” 
(Degener, 2001, p.39),  

“How the simple denial of 
language and culture can be 

used as a form of 

oppression” (Calderon, p. 
1). “[T]his focus on the 

language barrier positions 

the international students as 

different (and thus 

racialized) and positions the 

White students and 

instructors as neutral (and 

thus unracialized) 

(DiAngelo, 2006, p. 1995). 

The ‘hegemony’ of English 
is derived from English 

being accepted without 

being questioned as the 

language of instruction and 

assessment in classrooms at 

the expense of excluding 

other languages.  

 

 Though only 8 of 127 of the data made reference to the hegemony of English, 

they represented attempts to address the issue within the framework of critical pedagogy 

and deserve to be explored for their implications for ELL students. Their discussions 

cover the following three areas of concern for ELL students:  

 The United States upholds English as the official language to the exclusion of 

other languages (n=3/127; 2%) 

 English plays an important role in defining literacy (n=4/127; 3%) 

 Critical pedagogy promotes literacy strategies that can be used to address the 

hegemony of English (n=3/127; 2%).  



 126 

The United States upholds English as the official language to the exclusion of 

other languages (n=3/127). Though the aim of critical pedagogy is to transform the 

uneven societal power relationship by challenging the unstated assumption in everyday 

situations in classrooms, the status of English as an official language in American 

education has been taken for granted within the literature of critical pedagogy. With the 

exception of a handful of critical educators who worked in the area of ESL education (for 

example, see Akbari, 2008; Arce, 2004; Luke & Dooley, 2010; Norton & Toohey, 2004) 

the unequal relationships of English and other languages were rarely addressed.  

Among those who challenged the hegemony of English in public schools, 

Degener (2001), for example, questioned the hegemonic presence of English in public 

schools: “This privileged culture has more of what critical theorists refer to as cultural 

capital, which means that its mainstream cultural practices are more highly valued than 

those of marginalized groups” (Degener, 2010, p.33). In a study focusing on how the 

ideology of racism (whiteness) informs and shapes the interaction of Asian international 

students and their English speaking peers, DiAngelo (2006) argued:   

“When students of color are also second-language learners, another layer is added to the 

hierarchical differential in power. Power relation plays a crucial role in social interactions 

between language learners and target language speakers” (DiAngelo, 2006, p. 1985). The 

language and power relations within English monolingual classrooms can be a 

constraining force for ELL students.  

Both Degener (2001) and DiAngelo (2006) exposed the power relationships 

existing in dialogic process where the normalizing potential of English is visibly present. 
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From this perspective, the hegemony of English produces a framework and environment 

that the voices and perspectives of ELL students are trivialized and deemed irrelevant.  

English plays an important role in defining literacy (n=4/127). Some critical 

educators exposed how the hegemony of English is enforced in classrooms and defines 

literacy. Degener (2001) stated: 

Too often teachers who place great importance on learning to speak, read, and 

write in the standard language representing the mainstream delegitimize the 

language experiences that students bring with them to the classroom (Freire & 

Macedo, 1987; Macedo, 1994). When the dominant language is most highly 

valued in the learning process, minority language speakers (including those who 

speak nonstandard English) are automatically devalued, and their words and ideas 

are seen as less important—if they are heard at all (Degener, 2001, p.38). 

The equation of literacy skills with speaking, reading and writing skills in English 

reproduces the hegemony of English and has the effect of discouraging ELL students 

from participating in classroom discussions (Calderon, 2003; Degener, 2001, Leonardo, 

2002).  

To uncover the hegemony of English, critical educators like Degener (2001), 

Calderon (2003) and others stressed that it is important to understand literacy as a social 

activity, where meaning-making is shaped by the complex sociocultural dynamics of a 

monolingual classroom: the histories, cultures, collective memories, desires, politics, and 

power relations (Calderon, 2003; Degener, 2001). To equate literacy with speaking and 

writing in English compels ELL students to assign a negative value to their own 
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languages and cultural heritages (Calderon, 2003; Degener, 2001, Leonardo, 2002).  

Critical pedagogy promotes literacy strategies that can be used to address the 

hegemony of English (n=3/127). To address the hegemony of English, a handful of 

critical educators proposed that critical literacy involves not just learning how to read and 

write but also learning how to use literacy to examine critically one’s position in life in 

terms of socioeconomic status, educational background, gender and race (Coffey, 2010; 

Freire, 1993; Freire& Macedo, 1987; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; Shor, 1999).  

Instead of focusing on literacy in a technical and normalizing sense, critical 

educators like Shor (1999) understood literacy as social interaction through language use 

that develops us as “agents inside a larger culture”, and critical literacy as "learning to 

read and write as part of the process of becoming conscious of one's experience as 

historically constructed within specific power relations" (Shor, 1999, p.1). From this 

perspective, literacy is seen as a social activity, shaped by the complex sociocultural 

dynamics of classrooms: the histories, cultures, collective memories, desires, politics, and 

power relations (Coffey, 2010; Degener, 2001). Critical educators believe that such 

literacy practice is particularly helpful to facilitate ELL students to challenge the 

commonly held assumptions and beliefs and make personal connections (Coffey, 2010; 

Freire, 1993; Freire& Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999).  

Critical educators such as Shor (1999) and Coffey (2010) argued that there is not 

just one literacy, but many. This argument has important implications for addressing ELL 

students. Within such broadly construed notion of critical literacy, an ELL student will be 

provided opportunities to develop various kinds of literacy experience or practice to 
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critically interact with language in texts to interrogate how she is positioned by the text. 

From this perspective, critical pedagogy can be used to empower ELL students and help 

them fulfill their role in transforming the society (Coffey, 2010; Freire, 1993; Freire& 

Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999).  

Implications for ELL students 

Theorists of critical pedagogy viewed language use as essentially a political 

phenomenon. A few critical educators recognized that language policies control what is to 

be valued and what is to be excluded in the curriculum and can be seen as ideological 

constructs that reflect and (re)produce the distribution of power within society (Calderon, 

2003; Coloma, 2008; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006; Leonardo, 2002; Yosso, 2005). 

Critical educators like Shor (1999) and Coffey (2010) rejected the equation of literacy 

skills with reading and writing in English and consider literacy broadly as a social 

practice. However, the hegemony of English and its effects for ELL students are 

conspicuously under-represented within the discourse of critical pedagogy.  

Suppression of ELL Students’ Voices, Subjectivity and Identity 

Through the hegemony of English, ELL students experience learning and other 

related issues in mainstream classrooms. The hegemony of English is reflected in 

culturally specific curriculum, discriminatory classroom practices and homogenizing 

school cultures and profoundly shaped ELL students’ voice, subjectivity and identity 

(Allington,1998; Calderon, 2003; Coloma, 2008; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006; 

Leonardo, 2002; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). 

 56 of 127 (40%) in my study sample discussed the suppression of student voice, 
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subjectivity and identity, while only 2 (1%) of them referred specifically to ELL students. 

For reference to the suppression of student voice, subjectivity and identity, I paid 

particular attention the texts’ referencing to conditions that implies power of suggestion, 

telling someone who he is, how he should behave or feel, i.e. conditions that shape the 

images students have of themselves, and influence their relationships with others (see 

Table 7). 

Table 7 

Coding for the Suppression of Student Voice, Subjectivity and Identity 

Sensitizing category  Examples from the data Interpretation  

The suppression of student 

voice, subjectivity and 

identity 

“People of color internalize 
the white model of 

humanity and the 

stereotypes of their own 

group” (Allen & Rossatto, 

2009, p.129). “Students are 
often treated as categories, 

rather than socially 

constitutive beings” (Cahill, 
2007, p. 273), “Schools see 
students as nothing more 

than vessels to be filled, not 

capable of pursuing 

knowledge on their own” 
(Coffey, 2010, p.8), 

Minority students are often 

“alienated and 
marginalized” within the 
school (Cook-Sather, 2007, 

p.395), “one  
of the most pressing 

problems facing poor 

communities is low self-

esteem” (Morrell and 
Duncan-Andrade, 

2005/2006, p.8)  

Through educational 

policies, culture, and 

classroom practices, schools 

create conditions that shape 

the images students have of 

themselves, inform how 

they should carry 

themselves, and influence 

their relationships with 

others.  
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While 56 of 127 focused on ELL students when discussing the suppression of student 

voice, subjectivity and identity, they also raised questions that have important 

implications for ELL students. Their discussions of enacting student agency shared the 

following understanding and will be further elaborated subsequently: 

 Critical pedagogy recognizes that minority students tend to see themselves in the 

image of the dominant culture and attribute their experience of hardship at schools 

to the failure on their own parts (n=6/127; 4%) (Ayers, Michie, & Rome, 2004; 

Allen, 2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 2002). 

 Dialogic discussion provides an educational context that helps students construct 

their subjectivities and identities through problematizing language that promotes 

dominant interests (n=43/127; 33%) (Cahill, 2007; DeTurk, 2006; Endres, 2003; 

Giroux, 1997; Graziano, 2008; Lynn, 2004; Van Duinen, 2005/2006; Wolk, 2003).  

Critical pedagogy recognizes that minority students tend to see themselves in 

the image of the dominant culture and attribute their experience of hardship at 

schools to the failure on their own parts (n=6/127). Among some critical educators, 

there was awareness that due to the hegemonic impacts of power, personal critical 

awareness and promptness to actions do not happen automatically (Allen & Rosatto, 

2009; Lynn, 2004). It is especially a difficult struggle for the culturally and linguistically 

marginalized students to recognize the process by which they have come to accept as 

“common sense” serves the interest of those in power (Allen & Rosatto, 2009; Lynn, 

2004). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) pointed out that “members of minority groups 

internalize the stereotypic images that certain elements of society have constructed in 
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order to maintain their power” (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995, p. 57). Since minority 

students internalize the values of the dominant group and accept them as natural, and not 

as oppressive, they may react to challenges to the dominant values with unease and 

indifference even. Cook-Sather (2007) contended that minority students are often 

alienated and marginalized within the school. For them, reform and change within the 

school has nothing to do with them, and is not worth their effort (Cook-Sather, 2007, 

p.395). For example, a school’s efforts may run counter to an ELL student’s immediate 

priorities or interests and are impositional.  

As a result of internalizing the dominant ideologies that may oppress them, 

marginalized students such as ELL students may exhibit ideological beliefs and behaviors 

that are consensual with their own oppression (Allen & Rossatto, 2009; Lynn, 2004). 

Several critical educators emphasized that changes in consciousness and concrete action 

require critical thinking skills and resources to enact critical understanding (Giroux, 2010; 

Lynn, 2004; Van Duinen, 2005/2006).   

Dialogic discussion provides an educational context that helps students 

construct their subjectivities and identities through problematizing language that 

promotes dominant interests (n=43/127). To help student challenge the oppressive 

societal structure that suppresses their voice, subjectivity and identity, critical educators 

believed that critical dialogue provides “an educational context that draws students out of 

their everyday lives to take new perspectives on social relationships” (Endres, 2002, 

p.63). Endres (2002) elaborated:  

Political liberation for disadvantaged people requires their active participation in 
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creating and reproducing knowledge and therefore requires an educational method 

that allows all students to actively critique and revise traditional knowledge based 

on their own social and economic situation. Education that is liberating thus 

requires a method that emphasizes mutual discussion and investigation of issues 

and themes related to the students' daily life (Endres, 2002, p. 63). 

The engagement in transformational action requires new understandings and ways of 

being in the world. Critical educators like Cahill (2007) maintained that student/teacher 

dialogue can provide such link to actions by functioning as a place where students could 

reflect, question, and wrestle with different perspectives and ‘in so doing work through 

contraction of their everyday lives’ (Cahill, 2007, p.287). 

        While emphasizing the importance of empowering students’ voice, critical 

pedagogy also accentuates the need to question their voice. Within the framework of 

Freire’s tradition, the ability of dialogue to enact new understanding and new mode of 

being in the world is through problematizing: 

In problem- posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically 

the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; 

they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in 

transformation (Freire, 1997[1970], p. 64). 

From this perspective, students’ voices, like the voices of teachers and other adults, are 

bound to reflect or express a particular viewpoint of the world that enables certain 

knowledge while constraining others (Allen & Rossatto, 2009; Lynn, 2004; Lensmire, 

1998). As was mentioned earlier, some critical educators argued that the oppressed 
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students might not even believe that they are oppressed. Consequently, student voices 

should not be assumed. Instead, they should be actively engaged and questioned (Allen & 

Rossatto, 2009; Lynn, 2004; Lensmire, 1998). Critical educators’ insistence on helping 

students problematize their own experience and language is especially pertinent for ELL 

students, especially their experience and language are infused with political ideologies 

that seek to legitimate the unequal social reality. 

Implications for ELL students  

56 critical educators of 127 recognized that school cultures perpetuate the 

dominant values and norms and may lead to the suppression of student voice, subjectivity 

and identity (Allington, 1998; Calderon, 2003; Coloma, 2008; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 

2006; Leonardo, 2002; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). Seeking to empower historically 

marginalized students, critical educators emphasized that students’ experience should not 

be merely assumed but need to be actively engaged. Critical pedagogy features dialogic 

discussion as an important link to help students challenge school curriculum through 

problematizing language that promotes dominant interests (Cahill, 2007; DeTurk, 2006; 

Endres, 2003; Giroux, 1997; Graziano, 2008; Lynn, 2004; Van Duinen, 2005/2006; Wolk, 

2003).  

However, the fact that only 2 of 127 items within the data referred to ELL 

students illustrates the discrepancy between critical educators’ discourse about 

emancipatory education and their praxis. Analysis of the data revealed the disturbing 

extent to which critical pedagogy has failed to address the suppression of student voice, 

subjectivity and identity for ELL students.      
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As a method that employs dialogue to sensitize students to oppressive societal 

conditions in society, critical pedagogy’s failure to attend critical challenges facing ELL 

students is alarming. Such a failure points to a theoretical gap in the literature of critical 

pedagogy and compels me to examine the power relations within the discourse of critical 

pedagogy for ELL students. This will be discussed in next chapter.    
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Chapter Six 

Discursive Findings 

The descriptive findings from this study provide valuable information to the field 

of critical pedagogy as a social and pedagogical practice. Among the four issues facing 

ELL students (specificity of cultural literacy in the school curriculum, the bias of the 

hidden curriculum, the hegemony of English to the exclusion or inclusion of students’ 

heritage languages, the suppression of students’ voice, subjectivity and identity), critical 

pedagogy provides extensive discussions of the bias of hidden curriculum (103/127; 80%) 

and the suppression of students voice, subjectivity and identity (56/127; 44%) in U.S. 

schools, but its coverage of the hegemonic power of English (8/127; 6%) and the 

specificity of cultural literacy in school curriculum (13/127; 2%)- the two issues most 

specific to the needs and experiences of ELL students – is minimal. As I noted in the 

previous chapter, the failure to address these two issues is detrimental to ELL students. 

My preliminary findings of critical pedagogy’s theorization of ELL students, hence, 

points to an important gap in the literature of critical pedagogy that calls for further 

exploration.  

Given the role language use plays in structuring, reproducing, and perpetuating 

the unequal power structures and relations in public education that profoundly shape ELL 

students’ schooling experiences, one is left wondering how such a gap can be made sense 

of in terms of its impacts for ELL students. The purpose of this chapter is to explore this 

gap and its effects for and on ELL students by employing CDA to uncover the ideological 

assumptions of the discourse of critical pedagogy. CDA’s focus on the relationship of 
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language and power makes it a useful tool to explain the gap in the field of critical 

pedagogy regarding ELL students. I engaged in CDA by utilizing the following CDA 

concepts: (1) discursive formation; (2) discursive strategies; (3) styles, and (4) discursive 

effect, to help me deepen my probing into the implications of critical pedagogy as a 

social and pedagogic practice for ELL students (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Fairclough, 1995; 

Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003).  In this chapter, I 1) identify the major 

discourses within critical pedagogy, and 2) uncover the discursive formation, normalizing 

strategies, styles, and discursive effects for ELL students within these discourses.  

Major Discourses within Critical Pedagogy 

The analysis of my descriptive findings revealed that there is an intimate 

relationship between critical pedagogy’s theorization of ELL students and the discourse 

in which it is embedded. Each discourse has both enabling and constraining effects for 

ELL students. Analysis of the data revealed three major discourses within the discourse 

of critical pedagogy: 1) neo-Marxism, 2) feminism, and 3) Critical Race Theory (See 

Table 8). Among them, I discerned two broader discursive formations. While neo-

Marxism remained committed to the modernist assumption that views the development of 

a unified critical consciousness as the possibility of social action and change, the other 

two problematized this assumption and represented a post-modern turn within critical 

pedagogy (see Allen, 2004; Coloma, 2008; DiAngelo, 2006; Ellsworth, 1994; hooks, 

2003; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Viola, 2008). In contrast to 

the neo-Marxist notion of the subject as a self-subsisting reality, “post-discourse” theories 

such as feminism and Critical Race Theory conceptualize subjectivity as socially situated 
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and historically constructed, changing across time and space (Ellsworth, 1994; Lather, 

1991). Each discourse represents a distinctive ideological world-view that informs its 

theorization of ELL students as a social construct.  

Before explaining how each discourse theorized ELL students in more depth, I 

wish it to be understood that the discourses I reconstituted from analysis of the data 

represent what Max Weber terms “ideal types” (Weber, 1904/1949). As ideal constructs 

are formed by the “one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view” (Weber, 

1904/1949, p. 90), it is expected that the ‘boundaries’ among these systems of thought 

may not be well defined.  Particular texts may embody more than one discourse, or be too 

eclectic to fit into any, such as some discourse of critical pedagogy was informed by both 

feminism and post structuralism, (for example, see Cahill, 2007; Yoon, 2005). The 

construction of these discourses is useful for its value in helping expose how critical 

pedagogy theorizes about ELL students reflects and is embedded in, particularly, what it 

normalizes, and how the author positions himself and others. The point was not to 

exhaust categories, but to identify the discursive formations that delineate critical 

pedagogy as a field. My goal is to map the relationships of language and power in which 

ELL students are caught. Some discourses that inform critical pedagogy such as and post-

structuralism (n=8/127) and postcolonial theories (n=3/127) were not included because 

there were so few of them within the data set. While important in their own rights, they, 

however, had a marginal influence on the discursive formations of critical pedagogy as a 

field.   
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Table 8 

Discursive findings at a glance 

Coding Discursive 

formation 

Discursive 

strategies 

Style 

 

Discursive effects 

 

Marxism 

(n=89/127) 

(70%) 

 

Relative 

autonomy  

 

Class 

consciousness 

 

Essentialist 

humanism 

 

Normalizing 

dialogue  

 

Transformative 

intellectual 

 

Enabling 

Accounted for agency 

and political change  

  

Constraining: 

Overlooked the 

specificity of 

oppressing facing 

ELLs. 

Reproduced the power 

asymmetry between 

students and teachers 

Feminism 

(n=14/127) 

(11%) 

 

Rejecting 

essential 

humanism  

 

Re-

conceptualizing 

difference/ 

otherness. 

 

Normalizing 

difference 

and diversity 

 

Surrogate for 

the Other 

 

Enabling: 

Validated ELL 

students’ experience. 
 

Constraining:  

Trivialized  the truth 

claims of ELL students 

Reproduced the power 

asymmetry between 

students and teachers 

Critical 

Race 

Theory 

(n=23/127) 

(18%) 

 

Centering race 

 

Challenging the 

deficit view of 

racial minorities 

 

Normalizing 

difference 

 

Progressive 

racial 

minorities 

 

Enabling: 

Complicated racial 

theorizing 

Validated student 

experience 

 

Constraining: 

Reproduced the power 

asymmetry between 

students and teachers. 

 

My analysis presents critical pedagogy as a form of power that is deeply 

embedded in its own, perhaps unexamined and conflicted ideological assumptions, 
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democratic visions and political ends-in-view. To effectively explicate each discourse and 

its relation to critical pedagogy’s discourse about ELL students, I sometimes resorted to 

the existing literature outside my study sample to place it in broader discursive contexts. 

When this occurs, I explain why it is used and how it is connected to my data.  

In what follows, I outline the dominant discourse within critical pedagogy. For 

each discourse, I describe how I coded the data and engaged in CDA by considering its 

discursive formation, discursive strategies, styles and discursive effects for ELL students.  

1) Neo-Marxism   

            89 of 127 (70%) from my study sample were identified as neo-Marxist discourse, 

either through self identification (such as Freire, 1998; McLaren, 2005), cross references 

(the authors’ citing prominent neo-Marxist authors in support of their arguments, e.g., 

Chan-Tiberghien, 2004; Saunders, 2010; Braa & Callero, 2006), or common themes of 

neo-Marxist discourse, such as critiques of capitalism, and corporate interests (e.g., Cahill, 

2007; Martin, 2006; Saunders, 2010) (See Table 9). By and large, neo-Marxist critical 

pedagogy failed to address the needs of ELL students. It discussed extensively the hidden 

curriculum of schools (n=77/89; 86%) and suppression of student voice, subjectivity and 

identity (n=41/89; 46%), but made few references to ELL students. It ignored issues that 

are most specific to ELL students such as the specificity of cultural literacy of the school 

curriculum and the hegemony of English. 



 141 

Table 9 

Coding for the Discourse of Neo-Marxist Critical Pedagogy  

Coding Examples 

Self identification “Even before I ever read Marx I had made 
his words my own” (Freire, 1998, p.115). 

Cross reference  Chan-Tiberghien (2004, p.193) 

citing Apple (2000), Freire (1973), 

and Giroux (1996)   

 Saunders (2010, p. 43) citing Apple 

(2001), Giroux (2005), and 

McLaren (2005);  

 Braa & Callero (2006, p.358) citing 

Freire (1974), Apple (1990) and 

McLaren (2003) 

Commonly shared neo-Marxist themes 

such as ‘anti-capitalism’, ‘anti-

corporation’, critique of ‘right wing’, ‘neo-

liberalism’ ‘neo-conservative’, ‘class 
consciousnesses, ‘class struggle’. 

‘Critique of neoliberalism’ (Cahill, 2007; 
Farahmandpur, 2005; Gallagher and 

Lortie, 2005; Martin, 2006; Saunders, 

2010), ‘class dominance’ (Braa & Callero, 
2006, p.357) ‘class struggle’ (Martin, 
2006, p.16) 

 

Discursive Formations within Neo-Marxist Discourse. Discursive formation 

refers to the regularities and patterns that reflect the authors’ ideological assumptions 

within and across texts (Fairclough, 1989/2001; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 

2003).  Analysis of the data revealed two prominent discursive formations within the 

discourse of neo-Marxism: relative autonomy and class consciousness. I discuss these 

more in depth in the next section. 

Neo-Marxist critical educators like Apple (2004), Braa & Callero (2006), Giroux 

(2004), Martin (2006), McLaren (2005), and others viewed the Marxist critique of class 

relationships within capitalist societies as a valuable tool for educators to interrogate the 

role that schools and individuals play in the reproduction of social inequality (Apple, 
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2004; Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005). While allowing schools and individuals agency and 

accounting for the possibility of political intervention by rejecting Marx’s thesis of 

economic determinism, Neo-Marxist educators remain theoretically committed to the 

Marxist notion that class consciousness and struggle are the driving force of history and 

social transformation. As I will illustrate later, their premise of essentialist humanism that 

treats all oppressed groups indiscriminately explained their failure to adequately address 

the normalizing potential of dialogic pedagogy for ELL students. In what follows, I 

discuss how discursive formations within neo-Marxist critical pedagogy relate to their 

theorization of ELL students.  

Relative autonomy. Neo-Marxist theorists like Apple (1995), Giroux (2010) and 

McLaren (2005) built their discourse of educational practices and policies on Althusser’s 

“relative autonomy” of the superstructure from its economic base (Althusser, 1971). 

Following Althusser (1971), Apple (1995) emphasized that “[T]here was as dynamic 

interplay between the political and economic spheres which was found in education” 

(Apple, 1995, p.26). The recognition that the relative autonomy of the ‘superstructure’, 

which includes culture and social institutions, cannot be reduced to the economic base is 

what distinguishes Neo-Marxism from the traditional Marxism that views economy as the 

sole determinant of social relations (Au, 2006; Saunders, 2010; Stanley, 2007).  

Neo-Marxists’ assertion of the ‘relative autonomy” of the superstructure 

acknowledges human intervention through cultural practices and establishes schools as 

spaces where the possibility of social transformation might be created. As discussed 

previously, while neo-Marxist theorists believed that educational institutions today are 
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heavily influenced by neo-liberalism’s role in perpetuating inequality and oppression, 

they also insisted that schools and individuals can evade the economic determination to a 

certain degree (Au, 2006; Giroux, 2009, Saunders, 2010; Stanley, 2007). For example, 

Giroux (2009) stated, “academics can, in part, exercise their role as public intellectuals 

via such curricula by giving students the opportunity to understand how power is 

organized through the enormous number of popular cultural spheres” (Giroux, 2009, p. 

17). The recognition of the relative autonomy of schools and individuals is important for 

marginalized students such as ELL students. Neo-Marxist critical educators are able to 

account for the possibility of resisting oppressive societal structures and enacting social 

transformation by individuals or institutions.  

 Analysis of the data revealed examples that illustrate resistance of individuals to 

dominant social relations. For example, Morrell and Duncan-Andrade (2005/2006) 

documented an inner city hip hop project as an act of resistance in which students took 

photographs that depicted the impact of hip-hop culture and music on youth in their 

communities. Through classroom dialogue, students discussed to what extent did hip-hop 

music represent a critique of the dominant ideologies and to what extent it reproduced the 

consumer culture of capitalist societies. In other words, by examining “the multiple roles 

that hip-hop music and culture played in their lives”, students emerged as more critical 

consumers of hip-hop culture (Morrell and Duncan-Andrade, 2005/2006). By engaging in 

critical reflection, students learned to take an empowering position vis-à-vis the curricular 

offerings at their school. Giroux (2009), likewise, emphasized the role of dialogue in 

helping inner city youth to develop a potent counter-narrative of life. Being able to do so 
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is particularly empowering for ELL students as it allows them to challenge the dominant 

discourse about them and creates their own realities.  

For neo-Marxist critical educators, the diverse responses of individuals in the 

school community to the school structure challenged the hidden curriculum of the 

neoliberal educational agenda and classroom practices and defied the mechanistic view of 

the relationship of schools as part of the social superstructure and its economic base. 

Neo-Marxist theorists illustrated that critical pedagogy can be used to account for student 

agency and subjectivity for ELL students (Au, 2006; Giroux, 2009, Saunders, 2010; 

Stanley, 2007).  

Class consciousness. As evidenced in numerous examples of individual 

resistance to the school structure, schools and educational process provide a site of 

resistance for individuals to question and challenge dominant social relations and as such 

they embody the possibility of political actions and changes (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 

2005/2006; Seas, 2006). On the other hand, individuals and schools can play an active 

role in the reproduction of the capitalist structure (for example, see Gruenewald, 2003; 

Seas, 2006).  

While recognizing the possibility of political action and agency, Neo-Marxist 

critical educators argued that the capitalist influence on education represents a force 

limiting the autonomy of the superstructure. As discussed earlier, the hegemony of the 

dominant capitalist groups exercises control over the mass through ‘manufactured 

consent’ (Fontana, 2001; Gramsci, 1982; Suarez, 2002) Critical educators like Apple 

(2006), McLaren (2005), and Giroux (2004) have contended that through the control of 
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media and educational processes, individuals can unwittingly become the accomplices of 

an agenda that ultimately increases social inequality. For ELL students, schools are more 

likely to constitute a significant part of their marginalized existence in the U.S. society. 

Given the hegemonic role of corporate interests on educational policies and schooling, 

capitalism can have a profound influence in shaping their consciousness that it is 

especially difficult for ELL students to question, not to say resist, its power and influence 

(Au, 2006; Giroux, 2009, Saunders, 2010; Stanley, 2007).  

       Neo-Marxist critical educators warned against the invasive nature of capitalist 

hegemony and called for a pedagogical approach to help students cut through the “thick 

fog of ideological illusions” (Viola, 2009, p.7). Despite of their rejection of the 

reductionist interpretation of Marx’s theory of capitalist production, the Marxist 

conception of class contradiction and conflicts remains mostly unchallenged by critical 

educators. For critical educators like Giroux (2004) and McLaren (2005), it is through the 

development of class-consciousness of social inequality perpetuated by capitalist 

exploitation that individuals are moved to challenge and disrupt the capitalist 

establishment. McLaren stated, “the best way to transcend the brutal and barbaric limits 

to human liberation set by capital are through practical movements centered around class 

struggle” (McLaren, 2005, p. 12). To achieve the goal of human liberation, he argued that 

the key is to “understand how capitalist relations of exploitation provide the ground from 

which other forms of oppression are produced” (McLaren, 2005, p. 12). Neo-Marxist 

critical educators have tactically resorted to class consciousness as the driving force of 

the history and the possibility of political actions that disrupt the oppressive political 
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structure (Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2005). 

 Neo-Marxists’ focus on the development of class consciousness as a medium of 

social transformation, however, may preempt them from adequately addressing the 

specificity of oppression and challenges facing ELL students in capitalist societies. 

Particularly, it blinded them from seeing the impact of the hegemony of English on ELL 

students. Noting individual resistance to critical pedagogy, McLaren & Giroux (1995) 

expressed the concern that “critical pedagogy has failed to articulate a vision of self 

empowerment and social transformation” (McLaren & Giroux, 1995, p. 34). Despite the 

calls for a re-conceptualization of critical pedagogy that engages individuals in 

transformational actions from within the tradition of critical pedagogy (for example, see 

Ardizzone, 2007; Ellsworth, 1994), the development of class consciousness has remained 

the primary lens through which neo-Marxist critical educators examine the problems of 

formal schooling. 

Given critical pedagogy’s commitment to social transformation, one can’t help 

being amazed at the extent to which it has failed to address the need of ELL students. In 

the next section, I turn to uncover the underlying theoretical and ideological assumptions 

of neo-Marxist critical pedagogies by identifying the discursive strategies they deploy in 

enforcing the set of beliefs or assumptions they have promoted through their discourse. I 

illustrate how those underlying ideologies contribute to Neo-Marxists’ failure to address 

the oppressive conditions facing ELL students. 
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Discursive Strategies  

Within neo-Marxist critical pedagogies, two discursive strategies have been 

deployed to exclude the subjectivity of ELL students: 1) the deployment of essentialist 

definitions and categories that pass themselves off as transparent and self-evident, and 2) 

the assumption of the emancipatory implication of dialogue.  

 Normalizing essentialist conceptions of humanity. To enact agency and resist 

capitalist hegemony, neo-Marxist educators focused their interpretation of critical 

pedagogy on developing the critical consciousness of the relations of domination and 

subordination that lead to conditions of oppression (Apple, 2006; Apple & Pedroni, 2005; 

Freire, 1986; Freire, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; McLaren, 2005). The neo-Marxist’s 

essentialist use of terms like “oppressors” and “oppressed” (Allen and Rossatto, 2009; 

McLaren, 2005), “critical consciousness” (Farahmandpu, 2005; Keyes, 2009; Weiner, 

2007) and "class consciousness” (Braa & Callero, 2006; Martin, 2006; Weiner, 2007) 

invoked the concept of essentialized humanity that failed to address the specific 

conditions of oppression each individual or group endures (Apple, 2006; Apple & 

Pedroni, 2005; Freire, 1986; Freire, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; McLaren, 2005). 

The failure to attend the specific challenges facing ELL students has the effect of 

excluding the subjectivities of ELL students from being represented in the discourse of 

critical pedagogy.  

 The focus on class distinction has compelled neo-Marxist critical educators to treat 

those who are considered to be oppressed as a monolithic group in order to use them to 

create a space for political action. In such space created, the specific oppressive 
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conditions facing each minority group are suppressed in order to create a unified front in 

their joint struggle against oppression. This prevents neo-Marxist educators from 

specifically addressing the difference among and between the oppressed. Feminist critical 

educators like Ellsworth (1994) contended that the essentialist conception of humanity as 

reflected in the discourse of the Freirean pedagogy ignored the situated historicity of 

students’ subjectivity such as gender, race and linguistic differences that have contributed 

to the oppressive condition of each minority group. Each group deserves a careful study 

in its own right. As class is not always the primary mode of oppression, there is a need to 

examine how different groups experience different forms of oppressions in different ways. 

From this viewpoint, neo-Marxist critical educators have failed to investigate the 

specificity of cultural capital such as language and forms of knowledge that play in the 

perpetuation of social and political oppression. Such an oversight has prevented neo-

Marxist educators from acknowledging the challenges facing ELL students due to the 

lack of previous access to dominant forms of cultural capital.  

Normalizing dialogue. As discussed previously, it is widely assumed among 

critical educators that teaching with and through dialogue helps students develop critical 

consciousness (DeTurk, 2006; Ghahremani-Ghajar, 2005; hooks, 2003; Kapellidi, 2007). 

Nevertheless, the ideal of dialogue has received extensive criticism among some critical 

educators who argued that dialogue embodies a form of hegemonic dominance that belies 

the power relations within the dialogical interaction (Burbules, 2000; Ellsworth, 1994; 

Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005). Such critics insisted that the assumption of essentialist 

humanism within the discourse of critical pedagogy has tended to submerge the voices 
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and concerns of marginalized groups such as ELL students, who may already feel 

themselves marginalized in the process of discussion, either by being reduced to token 

participation or by being compelled to conform to the dominant norms of communication 

(Burbules, 2000; Ellsworth, 1994; Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005).  

Insisting that difference is regarded as a starting point for reflection and action, 

Giroux (2003) claimed that the common goal that dialogue as a joint inquiry is moving 

toward is merely serving as a regulative ideal that is not intended to suppress differences 

but aims at forging a point of view acceptable to all (Burbules, 2000; Giroux, 2003). 

Ellsworth (1997), however, contended that dialogue is essentially normalizing. She 

explained that dialogue as a "mode of address" that positions teachers and students in a 

purportedly egalitarian relation, has the normalizing effect of constraining the 

possibilities of communicative exchange, no matter how "open" it aspires to be:  

Communicative dialogue works only when we act as if its mode of address is a 

neutral conduit of reality, and not itself a rhetoric — not itself a mediation of 

knowledge and of its participants relations to knowledge (Ellsworth, 1997, p.82). 

For Ellsworth and other critics of neo-Marxism, the presupposition of a language as the 

ground rule for participation serves to camouflage the asymmetries of power and 

privilege in dialogic pedagogies (Ellsworth, 1997; Burbules, 2000). Since language is the 

medium through which understanding and communication are enacted, inviting ELL 

students to dialogue in a language that they have a limited understanding without 

addressing the relationships of language and power substantively constrains rather than 

enables ELL students’ access to the dialogic process.  
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Both Ellsworth (1997) and Burbules (2000) argued that the normalizing and 

regulatory functions of critical pedagogy as a form of dialogic pedagogy derive from the 

disciplinary force of language (Burbules, 2000; Ellsworth, 1997; Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 

2005). Linguistic and cultural diversity pose a challenge to the regulatory goal of 

dialogue. Burbules (2000) and Degener (2001) explained that when certain voices or 

perspectives are consistently excluded from possible participation through the filtering of 

language, the medium of dialogue then becomes a production of unequal exchange. In a 

cultural climate in which the legitimate status of English is taken for granted, linguistic 

difference fundamentally belies a power disparity that continues to be perpetuated in 

dialogue. For ELL students, the normalization of English to the exclusion of other 

heritage languages and cultures masks the repressive potential of a dialogical engagement 

and has a silencing effect for ELL students.  

Style 

In the CDA literature, style reflects a researcher’s subject positioning. Through 

discourse, speakers claim identities for themselves and assign similar or contrasting 

identities to others, a process referred to as the negotiation of identities (Fairclough, 1989; 

Fairclough, 1995). In adopting the perspective of essentialist humanism, Neo-Marxists 

theorists positioned themselves as “transformative intellectual” (Yoon, 2005, p. 718), 

providing moral guidance to the oppressed. In this section, I examine how the subject 

positioning of neo-Marxists within the literature of critical pedagogy informs their vision 

of the goal of critical education and how ELL students are positioned.   
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“Transformative intellectual”. Despite neo-Marxist critical educators’ 

commitment to social transformation, 64 of 89 (71%) articles reflected the perspective of 

neo-Marxism, either explicitly about teachers’ education or from educators’ perspectives 

(for example, see Apple, 2004; Braa and Callero, 2006; DeTurk, 2006; Keyes, 2009; 

Rodriguez, 2008; Stanley, 2007; Weiner, 2007). By viewing class consciousness as 

essentialized and ready to be enacted through dialogic interaction between students and 

teachers, critical educators like Giroux (2004) and McLaren (2005) positioned 

themselves as transformative intellectuals, who believe they can transcend their socially 

and economically privileged background to speak for the oppressed. For example, in an 

article discussing “the crisis of youth”, Giroux (2009) stated: 

If educators are to function as public intellectuals, they need to provide 

opportunities for students to learn that the relationship between knowledge and 

power can be emancipatory; that their histories and experiences matter; and that 

what they say and do counts in their struggle to unlearn dominating privileges, 

productively reconstruct their relations with others, and transform, when 

necessary, the world around them” (Giroux, 2009, p.16).  

In making this statement, Giroux seems, on the surface, advocating on behalf of students. 

He made a moral and ethical appeal to educators to recognize the normalizing potential of 

their own teaching. His passage implies an important active role for the teacher, the 

primary audience for his text. He was encouraging teachers to identify themselves with 

the image of the transformative intellectual he had promoted. The antiauthoritarian 

message of his passage reflects that Giroux adopted a paternalist attitude toward the 
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teacher and the youth, positioning them as would-be “transformative intellectuals” who 

nevertheless need inspiration, guidance and encouragement (Giroux, 1993; Giroux, 2009; 

Keyes, 2009; Rodriguez, 2008). In doing so, he has succumbed to the normalizing 

potential of critical pedagogy without interrogating his own role as both a reproducer and 

producer of oppressive cultures.  

According to “post theorists” like Cahill (2007) and DiAngelo (2006), the 

normalizing effects of essentialist humanism as expressed in neo-Marxist versions of 

critical pedagogy on ELL students consisted in the fact that it represents the role of 

English in student and teacher dialogue as “ways of thinking about oneself and others,” 

and imposes them on the marginalized such as ELLs. It is the unmarked-ness and 

naturalization of English that explains why the representation of ELL is so starkly absent 

or marginal in the theorizing of the leading critical pedagogy theorists. Analysis of the 

data revealed that ELL students were often referred to in generic terms such as “poor, 

illiterate, and under-represented citizens” (Goodman, 2008, p.28), “students in high 

minority, low socioeconomic status environments” (Vescio, Bondy and Pockert, 2009, p. 

6) “individuals from Diasporas from the most economically depressed parts of the world” 

(Kincheloe, 2008, p.3) or being submerged in the generalization of “Latino/a, and Asian 

students” (McLaren, 2005, p.8). In these characterizations, ELL students were positioned 

as “outside the play” (DiAngelo, 2006, p. 1996). They are objects to be defined, 

categorized, and classified. The ability of Neo-Marxist educators to know, guide and 

counsel ELL students and other marginalized groups is dependent on their ability to 

position themselves as unmarked and legitimate. The normalizing effect of English on 
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ELL students is profoundly evidenced in the literature of critical pedagogy.  

          Given the scanty discussion of the hegemony of English within critical pedagogy, 

as discussed previously, one is likely to argue that English-speaking transformative 

intellectuals have treated the relationships of language and power as insubstantial. 

DiAngelo (2006) contended that for the dominant group, ELL students provided a 

necessary “backdrop” that provided those in power their very identity, a backdrop that 

gives English speaking teachers and students more cultural capital in the mainstream 

educational environment (DiAngelo, 2006, p. 1995). It is through the contrast against this 

backdrop, that critical educators position themselves as transformative and claim that 

much of what they have been granted by virtue of privilege is universal.  By denying that 

there might be self-interested investment in these inequitable arrangements of language 

and power, Neo-Marxist educators used ELL students, albeit unconsciously, to affirm 

their identity and place.  

Discursive Effects 

 Neo-Marxism with its commitment to the oppressed, while reiterating the Marxist 

assertion about the relationship between schools as superstructure and the reproduction of 

power relations within capitalist societies, emphasized that individuals within those 

schools possess agency and consciousness which allows them to resist the dominant 

social relations reproduced through institutions and broader social formations (Apple, 

2006; Apple & Pedroni, 2005; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; McLaren, 2005). The discourse 

of the relative autonomy of schools and individuals can be used to enact agency for ELL 

students, and thereby empower them.   
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       However, as many “post” critical educators contended, the normalizing nature of 

dialogue set up a potentially repressive ‘we’ that with its pretense of pursuing a joint 

inquiry into truth alienates minorities. ELL students are particularly vulnerable to the 

sway of the symbolic power of English. Very often, they are marginalized or compelled 

to comply in classroom discussions, either out of desire to conform or out of fear to 

deviate (Burbules, 2000; Ellsworth, 1994; Gur-Zeev, 2005). The essentialist humanism of 

neo-Marxist critical pedagogy accounted for the under-representation of ELL students in 

the literature of critical pedagogy. The unmarkedness of Neo-Marxist theorists 

positioning of themselves and ELL students resulted in the omnipotence of the cultural 

and political manipulation of consciousness that have contributed to ELL students’ 

further subjectification under the watchful gaze of ‘transformative intellectuals’.  

2) Feminism 

14 out of 127 (11%) in the data set could be identified as feminist pedagogies. 6 out 

of 127 (4%) self identified as feminist critical educators while 8 out of 127 (6%) could be 

identified so through cross-reference, key terms or themes employed by feminist 

discourses (See Table 10). Within feminist traditions, there are eclectic sources of 

influence that inform feminist discourses. Though united by their validation of difference, 

there is significant disagreement among feminists within critical pedagogy in terms of 

how subjectivity should be theorized (Gore, 1993; Gur- Zeev, 2005). For example, 

feminist critical educators like hooks (2003) emphasized feminism sharing with critical 

pedagogy the vision of collective emancipation and pedagogical strategies that “create 

ruptures in the established order, that promote modes of learning which challenge 
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bourgeois hegemony” (hooks, 1994, p. 185). In contrast, post-structural feminists like 

Cahill (2007) and Yoon (2005) focused on how subjectivity is informed by the interplay 

of discourse and power in their attempts to challenge metanarratives of agency, truth and 

history (Cahill, 2007; Gore, 1993; Yoon, 2005)
8
. 

My descriptive analysis disclosed that, like neo-Marxist discourse within critical 

pedagogy, feminist discourses equally failed to address the needs of ELL students. None 

of the feminist critical educators specifically referred to ELL students in their studies. 

However, analysis of the data revealed that in contrast to neo-Marxist critical educators, 

Feminist educators within critical pedagogy emphasized and validated personal 

experience as part of developing a critical consciousness of inequality and oppression. In 

doing so, they helped expose the normalizing power of critical pedagogy as reflected in 

neo-Marxist discourses.  

                                                 
8
 The feminist discourse within critical pedagogy marks the contribution of a growing critique of the first 

wave of feminism that is white led and marginalizes the activism and perspectives of the women of color.  

Focusing mainly on the United States, the first wave feminists treated sexism as the ultimate oppression 

(Gur-Zeev, 2005; Hoodfar, 1992). The feminism within critical pedagogy has since moved towards a more 

emphasis on class and race analysis, incorporating the point of view of women of color and white antiracist 

women. For example, critical feminists like bell hooks (2003) and Cahill (2007) told the history of 

oppression from the perspective of the women of color. Their discourse about the oppression of women of 

color reflects a more attention to interlocking oppressions facing minorities and helps us better addressing 

the special needs of ELL students.  

 
 



 156 

Table 10 

Coding for Discursive Formation 

Method of identification  Examples 

Self identification  Cahill (2007); Ellsworth (1994); Gore 

(1993); hooks, (2003); Kleinerman 

(2010); Meyer (2008) 

Cross reference Yoon (2005) (citing hooks, Ellsworth) 

Key terms or themes Validating personal experience 

(Kleinerman, 2010, p. 18; Liston, 2008, p. 

390; McKay, 2010; Yoon, 2005, p.738); 

respecting ‘otherness’ (Liston, 2008, p. 
390; Yoon, p. 738)  

 

Discursive Formations within Feminist Discourse 

 While sharing with neo-Marxist critical educators the assumption about 

oppression and vision of social transformation, feminist critical educators challenged the 

essentialist humanist vision reflected in the discourse of critical pedagogy (Ellsworth, 

1994; hooks, 2003; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Lather, 1991). There are two tenets commonly held 

by feminist critical educators: rejecting essential humanism and re-conceptualizing 

difference/otherness. 

 Rejecting essentialist humanism. One of the elements that mark feminist critical 

educators’ stance toward critical pedagogy is the critique of essentialist humanism that 

views all the oppressed groups indiscriminately (Ellsworth, 1994; Goldstein, 2007; Gore, 

1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005; hooks, 2003; Lather, 1991). Feminist critical educators believed 

that critical and “political understandings are developed through an analysis of personal 

experiences" (Cahill, 2007, p.273). For example, in her argument for teachers’ critical 

awareness in enacting critical pedagogy, Goldstein (2007) recited how a professor who 
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subscribed to egalitarian ideals of critical pedagogy, had resorted to a normalizing and 

regulatory posture that reinstated teacher authority in classrooms when encountering 

student resistance to critical pedagogy’s tenets. In her argument, she grounded her 

critique of critical pedagogy in her own personal experience as a graduate student, as well 

as a college professor whose encounter with critical pedagogy shaped her critical stance 

(Goldstein, 2007). Meyer (2008) examined patterns of gendered harassment among 

students in secondary schools by applying a critical feminist lens to student experiences 

by introducing a more complex awareness of the power relations within the school 

(Meyer, 2008). Both studies resorted to individual experience as a source of knowledge in 

their critique of critical pedagogy in its suppression of student voices. The validation of 

individual experience can be used as a means to help ELLs and other underprivileged 

students develop critical consciousness and empower them. By utilizing their own 

experience to develop a counter narrative to the dominant discourses, ELL students are 

afforded a position to disrupt the oppressive structure facing them.  

Reconceptualizing difference/Other-ness. Feminist critical educators’ assertion of 

the primacy of personal experience is based on an epistemological and philosophical 

critique of the dominant assumptions of essentialist humanism that are reflected in many 

works of critical pedagogy. Ellsworth argued that generic terms such as ‘empowerment,’ 

‘student voice,’ ‘dialogue,’ and even the term ‘critical’ found in the dominant discourse of 

critical pedagogy – tend to overlook the specificity of oppressive conditions facing 

different groups of individuals including ELL students (Ellsworth, 1994, p. 298). From 

this perspective, these terms represented “repressive myths that perpetuate relations of 
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domination” (Ellsworth, 1994, p. 298) that can be persistently used to subjugate ELL 

students.  

In what is famously referred to as the Ellsworth-Giroux debate (Lather, 1992, pp. 

124-126), Ellsworth challenged the oppressive potential of the “we” as actualized in 

Giroux’s concept of dialogue in classrooms where students are supposed to manifest 

“trust, partnership and commitment to develop human conditions” (Giroux, 1988, p. 72; 

also see Ellsworth, 1994). Though Giroux reiterated that the specific terms critical 

pedagogy sets for dialogue are not predetermined, Ellsworth insisted that he cannot 

escape the entrapment created by his own admission that the ‘logic’ of the dialogue 

compels its participants to move, whether willing or not, toward a consensus concerning 

the dialogue. In the dialogic scheme of critical pedagogy, all voices and differences are 

compelled to unite in a collective effort to form a communal dialogical experience. As 

such, it is obliged to repress any marked differences that resist or are not susceptible, to 

be assimilated through dialogic process (Ellsworth, 1994; Gur-Zeev, 2005). From such 

perspective, critical educators like Giroux (1988) push towards some sort of norm that 

may have repressive potentials for ELL students. 

 Within the tradition of critical pedagogy, post-structural feminists focus on the 

complex issues of identity and difference. Using a critique of structures underlying power 

relations such as language and discourse, post-structural feminists emphasized that 

subjectivity and identity are shaped by the struggle against power, and cannot be 

essentialized or reified. For example, using participatory action research to challenge the 

stereotype of young urban women of color, Cahill (2007) emphasized that subjectivity as 
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a “relational construct”, is “unstable, multiple, contradictory, and in process; continuously 

being shaped in discourse and other material social practices as we interpret and act upon 

the world” (Cahill, 2007, p. 269). From this perspective, subjectivities continuously 

produce and reproduce within a discourse that accords them legitimacy or illegitimacy. In 

a study that promoted the use of personal narrative to facilitate classroom dialogue, 

Chapman (2004) argued that language, power, and knowledge work together to construct 

identities and behaviors in both students and teachers (Chapman, 2004). If we accept this 

notion that there are a multiplicity of discourses constructing one’s understandings of self 

and the world, then we are compelled to question and challenge the power of discourses 

that shape and construct ELL students’ subjectivity. 

The feminist focus on difference and identities encourages one to believe that 

underlying power structures – whether economic, social, linguistic or hegemonic – can be 

discovered and resisted. By attending to individuals’ historicity such as gender, race and 

language that structurally contribute to the perpetuation of the oppressed, feminist critical 

educators helped expose the repressive potential of critical pedagogy. From this 

perspective, feminist critical pedagogy can be viewed as being more open to addressing 

the needs of ELL students.  

Discursive Strategies of feminism 

Normalizing difference and diversity. A feminist critique of critical pedagogy, 

however, has its own moment of predicament. The valorization of experience and 

difference, instead of serving as a foundation for mutual respect and civility, can easily 

reverse itself to become the ultimate justification of reified difference, thus creating 
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essentialist assumptions as a source of oppression. For example, in her study of the 

relationship of women’s learning journey in singing and their development of leadership, 

Kleinerman (2010) spoke of their increasing awareness of the “erotic symbolism” of the 

female mouth and sound, and their “hunger to be acknowledged” (Kleinerman, 2010, p. 

19). Though viewing this awareness as a process, she risked falsely dichotomizing the 

difference between men and women (Kleinerman, 2010).  

The valorization of experience can create the effect of trivializing the truth claims 

of the marginalized. Since all knowledge claims are grounded in certain experience, they 

are treated the same and as if they are equal. Seen from such a perspective, feminist 

ideology failed to differentiate different political agenda - oppressive or not (Gur-Zeev, 

2005; McLaren, 2005). McLaren seemed to have this postmodern, feminism-inspired 

interpretation of critical pedagogy in mind when he lamented that this undiscriminating 

treatment of differences may lead to uncritical multicultural "feel-good" curricula such as 

the celebration of ‘ethnic’ holidays and themes such as ‘black history month’ and ‘Cinco 

de Mayo’ designed to justify the dominant group’s exploitation of difference in the name 

of respecting difference’ (McLaren, 2005, p.8).  

In stressing the primacy of individual experience, feminist critical pedagogy 

provided needed space to move toward recognizing of the different capital that students 

bring to classrooms.  By validating the experience, language, and cultural knowledge of 

students considered to be marginalized and oppressed, it helps embrace the multiple 

positions required for democratic participation. In the context of addressing the needs of 

ELL students, it helps direct our attention to what thus far has been the repressed truth 
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about the hegemony of English and its impacts for ELL students. The hegemony of 

English creates power inequality in mainstream classrooms and can be a constraining 

force for ELL students. However, feminists’ rejection of the essentialist claim of human 

experience while seeking to enact social transformation also serves to undermine the 

validity of ELL students’ claims of oppressed experiences. Its valorization of difference 

and failure to provide a theory of truth and knowledge claims that will address issues of 

injustice and hegemony could easily fall into the danger of political ‘indifference’, as 

previously discussed in McLaren’s critique of feminism (McLaren, 2005).   

Style 

Surrogate for the Other. In prioritizing personal experience and respecting 

differences and otherness, feminist critical educators positioned themselves as the 

surrogate for “the other”. Ellsworth maintained that the paternalist positioning of critical 

pedagogy "fails to come to grips with issues of trust, risk and operations of fear and 

desire" (Ellsworth, 1994, p.317). Grounding her argument in a critique of the rationalist 

epistemology dominant in critical pedagogy, she argued that feminism is privileged in 

terms of its ability to account for affective/emotive factors as provoked by institutions of 

power (Ellsworth, 1994, p. 314). For example, in a study addressing “the relation of the 

ideologies, affective investments, and material conditions” facing Asian Americans (Yoon, 

2005, p. 743), Yoon (2005) claimed that feminists are more susceptible to feel “the pains 

of the minority” (Yoon, 2005, p. 744).  By taking into consideration other dimensions of 

subjectivity that can play an important role in mediating the efficacy of critical pedagogy, 

feminist discourses help one to envision new subjectivities and alternative ways of 
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theorizing about ELL students.  

By adopting this stance, feminist critical educators positioned themselves as 

deviating from a tradition they believed has resulted in critical pedagogy’s failure to 

address what constitutes an important part of our notion of self that is important for 

critical education, and presented themselves as the surrogate for critical education. In 

other words, they positioned themselves as stewards to protect those who cannot protect 

themselves, thus carving their own expert territory.  

However, given the paucity of representation of ELL students in the literature of 

critical pedagogy, one wonders how effective the intervention of this feminist vision is. 

While paying tribute to the experience and the knowledge of the oppressed, feminist 

educators like Ellsworth (1994) and hooks (2003) consciously attempted to construct 

their pedagogy to recognize and encourage the capacity of their students to theorize about 

and to recognize their own power (Ellsworth, 1994; hooks, 2003). In this respect, there is 

no difference between the “paternalistic” dimensions of Freire’s critical pedagogy and 

those of feminist critical pedagogy. To empower the oppressed students such as ELLs, it 

might not be enough to simply rely on the ‘kind’ intention of the feminist intellectuals. 

Some more radical reconciliation between theoretical walk and practical talk may be 

necessary.  

Discursive Effects  

Feminists challenged the potentially repressive discourse of some versions of 

critical pedagogy (Ellsworth, 1994; hooks, 2003; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Lather, 1991). Though 

sharing Freirean pedagogy’s vision of social change and the critical potential of 
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experience and consciousness, feminists emphasized the historicity of human 

experience/consciousness and criticized the normalizing potential of dialogic pedagogy 

because it suppressed all voices and differences under the ‘we’. The feminist critique of 

critical pedagogy complicates our thinking about identity and difference in the 

theorization of critical education. By validating individual experience, feminists help us 

recognize what Yosso (2005) calls the ‘wealth of cultural capital” that ELL students and 

other minority students bring to the mainstream culture and reveal a need for critical 

educators to theorize differently about ELL students and their assets (Yosso, 2005, p.75).  

In contrast to the essentialist humanism of Freirean pedagogy that advocates a 

unitary account of the self, thus leaving no room for the recognition of radical others, 

feminist critical educators emphasized features of selfhood that valorize experience of 

minority students (Ellsworth, 1994; hooks, 2003; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Lather, 1991). 

However, as evidenced in their discourse about women and other minorities, feminists 

reproduced the power asymmetry between teachers and students, and by doing so, 

inadvertently assumed the role of ‘transformative intellectuals’ that they argued have 

created repressive and normalizing potentials for the marginalized.  

3) Critical Race Theory   

23 out of 127 (18%) in my data could be identified as Critical Race Theory (CRT), 

either through self identification (such as Jennings & Lynn, 2005; Ladson-Billings and 

Tate, 1995), cross-reference (such as Yosso, 2005) and/or common themes that emerged 

within the data (Allen & Rossatto, 2009; McKay, 2010) (See Table 11).  

Analysis of the data revealed that all Critical Race Theories but one addressed the 
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challenges facing address ELL students (DiAnglo, 2006). Nevertheless, by emphasizing 

the intersection of racism and other oppressive factors in American society, Critical Race 

Theory directed our attention to the specificity of oppression facing marginalized students. 

By complicating the racial thinking within critical pedagogy, Critical Race Theory helps 

one to bring in different layers of consideration when addressing ELL students. Hence 

their discourses can be used to move toward more fully addressing the special needs of 

ELL students.  

Table 11 

Coding for Critical Race Theory  

Identification Examples 

Self identification  Allen & Rossatto (2009);  Jennings, & 

Lynn (2005); Ladson-Billings and Tate  

(1995) 

Cross reference Yosso (2005, citing critical race theorists 

such as Landson-Billings, Jennings & 

Lynn, etc.) 

Key terms or themes Prioritizing race (Allen & Rossatto, 2009, 

p.167; Jennings & Lynn, 2005, p.24; 

Yosso, 2005, p.82); challenging the deficit 

view of the racial minority (Ladson-

Billings and Tate, 1995; McKay, 2010; 

Yosso, 2005) 

 

Discursive formations within Critical Race Theory  

Critics within the tradition of the Freirean pedagogy point out that Critical 

Pedagogy in its neo-Marxist interpretation that promotes collective consciousness and 

essentialist view of humanity, has alienated people of color and other minorities 

(Husband, 2010; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; McKay, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
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Simmons, 2008; Yosso, 2005). To correct this shortsightedness, some critical educators 

developed Critical Race Theory to address specific social, political, educational, and 

economic concerns of race, and realign the goals of critical pedagogy with an individual's 

reality (Allen, 2004; Husband, 2010; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; McKay, 2010; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 2002; Lynn & Jennings, 2009; Price, 2000; Simmons, 

2008; Yosso, 2005). Within critical pedagogy, Critical Race Theory focuses on centering 

race in critical pedagogy and challenging the deficit view taken about racial minority.  

Centering race in critical pedagogy. Critical Race Theorists argued that racism 

is deeply entrenched in American consciousness, and seek to re-center race in the debates 

over schooling and democratic education in public schools (Jennings & Lynn, 2005; 

McKay, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Price, 2000; Yosso, 2005). Influenced by 

the post-modern critique of master narratives such as feminism (Ellsworth, 1994; hooks, 

2003) and post-structuralism (Bourdieu, 1994; Foucault, 1984), CRT educators called 

into question the notion that there exists an objective truth unspoiled by the subjective 

nature of human experience, and argued that subjective experience should be sought as a 

primary source to uncover the historicity of racially subjugated peoples (Jennings & Lynn, 

2005; McKay, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Price, 2000; Yosso, 2005). For 

example, Berry (2007) discussed how, through Les Petites et Les Grandes Histoires, the 

oppressive structure facing the poor and marginalized was told from personal 

perspectives. Through the juxtaposition of personal experience and the dominant 

narrative of history, issues of personal significance are examined, critiqued, and 

connected to historical, political, and economic racism that have perpetuated inequality 
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(Berry, 2007, p.94). This practice can be pertinent to ELL students as it helps materialize 

the abstractness of the contradictions inherent in social relations that constitute the 

normalcy of their life and makes possible for them to develop a critical consciousness of 

oppressive social conditions facing them.  

In order to address the complex and multi-layered dynamics of racial identities in 

American society, CRT theorists drew upon a wide range of teaching and literacy 

strategies such as storytelling, family history, biographies, scenarios, parables, chronicles, 

and narratives to help students challenge the prevailing ideas about them. For example, 

the above-mentioned ‘writing as talking’ approach to literacy and classroom instruction 

utilizes students’ personal experiences and can be easily adapted to support linguistically 

marginalized students in classroom discussions (Berry, 2007; Lynn and Jennings, 2009). 

Cultural or linguistic factors sometimes inhibit students from participating in class 

discussions. The literacy approach adopted by CRT allows racially marginalized students 

including ELLs to tell their own stories from their personal perspectives. It helps create a 

more culturally and linguistically diverse environment within classrooms for racial 

minorities to negotiate conflicts and differences and thereby empowers the voice of the 

silenced. 

Challenging the deficit view of racial minorities. Critical Race theorists worked 

to shift the discourse regarding minorities to a more positive one and learned from the 

array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and social networks possessed by socially 

marginalized groups that the mainstream culture has failed to acknowledge and recognize 

(Anzaldúa, 1990; hooks, 2003; Yosso, 2005). Instead of adopting the deficit view that 
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positions communities of color as places constitutive of deficits, full of cultural poverty, 

disadvantages, and ‘lacking’ the social and cultural capital required for social mobility, 

Critical Race Theory theorists like Anzaldúa (1990) and Yosso (2005) turned our 

attention to various forms of capital nurtured through cultural wealth that students of 

color bring with them from their homes and communities into classrooms and school life. 

By expanding the discourse of race in a more nuanced way that includes the linguistic 

experience of ELL students, it helps us position ELL students in such a way that accounts 

for their struggle to make meaning and enact resistance to oppressive societal structures.  

Discursive Strategies 

Normalizing racial difference. By reinstating race at the center of critical 

pedagogy, CRT theorists worked to acknowledge the specificity of oppression and helped 

create new openings for marginalized groups including ELL students to address issues of 

social injustice and domination. Its use of narrative and storytelling is especially relevant 

to ELL students as it helps empower student voice and create counter discourses to 

dominant ideologies. However, CRT incurs a similar criticism as encountered by feminist 

critical pedagogies that ground their discourses in the self evident knowledge of the 

oppressed. By not being able to provide a viable theory to go beyond the logic of self-

evidence, it proves to undermine the notion of intercultural dialogue and trivializes the 

experience of the oppressed such as ELL students’. But above all, by privileging race in 

the theorization of critical education, it might unwittingly monopolize the discourse of 

oppression and risk distracting our attention from other oppressive challenges facing ELL 

students.  
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Among theorists of CRT, there were attempts to push toward more complex racial 

theorizing to include the experience of ELL students. While generally sharing the 

assumption that race occupies the pivotal place in the collective struggle for emancipation, 

LatCrit theorists like Anzaldúa (1990), Solorzano (1993) and Yosso (2005) argued that 

the black/white binaries exclude people of other color from participating in the discourse 

about race and fails to enhance broadly based race consciousness that allows for political 

agency (Anzaldúa, 1990; Arce, 2004; Delgado, 1997; Solorzano, 1993; Yosso, 2005). For 

example, Anzaldúa (1990) and Yosso (2005) extended critical race discussions to address 

the layers of racialized subordination such as language and power relationships that 

comprise Latina/o experiences (Anzaldúa, 1990; Arce, 2004; Yosso, 2005). Their 

arguments introduced a new concern with English language learners within the discourse 

of race and has noticed that ELL students are denied due opportunities to success because 

of who they are (Anzaldúa, 1990; Arce, 2004; Yosso, 2005).  

Style 

Progressive racial minorities. CRT affirmed that the experience of racial 

minorities such as African Americans, Hispanic/Latino Americans and Asian Americans 

speaks closely to how issues of race, oppression, identity and resistance are negotiated in 

America. In this respect, they argued that the perspective of racial minorities should be 

privileged in educational theorizing that aims for equality. By including such methods as 

storytelling and personal narratives that build on students’ experience, CRT helped 

recognizing the experiential knowledge of people of color such as ELL students’ as 

legitimate and critical to understanding and analyzing about power relations in the field 
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of education (Allen, 2004; Anzaldúa, 1990; Arce, 2004; hooks, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 

1995; Lynn and Jennings, 2009; Padilla and Chavez, 1995; Solorzano, 1993; Yosso, 

2005). 

 However, by privileging perspectives of educators and students of racial 

minorities, CRT educators also risked monopolizing the discourse of critical pedagogy to 

the exclusion of other perspectives such as ELL students’. For example, Lynn and 

Jennings (2009) contended that "within the context of American education, the mothering 

done by Black teachers helps to affirm the multiple identities of their students as part of 

the process of ensuring the survival of the African-American community” (Lynn & 

Jennings, 2009, p.178). By emphasizing the knowledge, dispositions, and experience of 

racial minority teachers, Critical Race Theory reinforced the power relations between 

students and teachers that they contended are problematic within the discourse of critical 

pedagogy. This positioning has the effect of undermining the emancipatory potential of 

CRT for ELL students.   

As discussed above, one normalizing effect of critical pedagogy is to pose the 

teachers as superior than the students. The reproduction of teacher as a figure of moral 

authority within CRT has the effect of erasing the ways in which critical pedagogy is 

posing as an intervening force to end oppression for marginalized students. The quandary 

this stance presents is testified by the evidence in the data that ELL students do not 

always share the vision of democracy that CRT educators have envisioned on their behalf 

(Coloma, 2008; DiAngelo, 2006; Viola, 2009; Yoon, 2005). For example, Coloma (2008) 

documented his experience as a Filipino ELL student in “English and social studies 
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courses that incorporated African American narratives and histories” (Coloma, 2008, 

p.35). He reported that his struggle “to find images and stories that reflected his 

experiences in culturally relevant language arts and social studies courses” often left him 

“frustrated, confused, and erased” (Coloma, 2008, p.35). From this perspective, the 

multicultural education as envisioned by Critical Race Theory reflects a need to 

incorporate ELL students into the mainstream culture that reinforces the hegemony of 

English.  

Discursive Effects  

CRT helped contextualize critical pedagogy’s theorization of ELL students by 

prioritizing race and its intersection with other modes of oppressions such as language, 

gender and other hegemonic forces (Allen, 2004; Husband, 2010; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; 

McKay, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 2002; Sonn, 2008). However, 

Critical Race Theory’s focus on race and racism might risk eclipsing other forms of 

oppressions under the general umbrella of racial theorizing. Clearly marginalization and 

oppression are complex social processes that are found along many axes of social 

difference, not just race. By failing to expand its focus to include other forms of 

oppression other than racial or ethnic categories, CRT ran the risk of reproducing the 

hegemony of English as an aspired social order.
9
 It, however, helped contribute to the 

                                                 
9
 Within the tradition of Critical Race Theory, there have been discussions about how the meaning of the 

linguistic practice of racial minorities such as Ebonics and other languages operates as markers of racial 

identity (O’Connor, Lewis and Mueller, 2007; Yosso, 2005). Race, however, remains to be the focus of 

racial discourses in this tradition. Hence there is still a need for continued progression in researchers’ efforts 
to develop ever more complex renderings of cultural and linguistic experience in relation to race. 
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mobilization of ELL students in the service of maintaining the hegemony of English in 

education and other public domains.  

In order to empower ELL students and enact their success in schools some LatCrit 

theorists have noted there is a need to expand the discourse of race in a more nuanced 

way that includes the linguistic experience of ELL students (Anzaldúa, 1990; Arce, 2004; 

Delgado, 1997; Solorzano, 1993; Yosso, 2005). In doing so, it would help imagine new 

subjectivity, and perform new resistance stances for ELL students in their struggle to 

make meaning and exercise agency.  

Conclusions and Reflections: The Discursive Effects of Critical Pedagogy as a field 

for ELL students 

While critical pedagogy helps redirect our attention to the power effects of 

language and its role in the reproduction of oppression, it is to the credit of essential 

humanism within the discourse of critical pedagogy that we lose another opportunity to 

address challenges facing ELL students. Freire and neo-Marxist critical educators have 

the foresight to prioritize the problematization of language as the key feature of his 

dialogic approach. By doing so, they institute critical pedagogy as a genre of social 

critique. However, neo-Marxists’ essentialist humanism makes them systematically 

overlook the historicity of language and its contribution to the specificity of oppression 

that faces ELL students.  

By prioritizing personal experience in their efforts to challenge the normalizing 

potential of dialogic pedagogy that risks submerging student voice and differences in the 

dialogic process, post theories such as Feminism and Critical Race Theory helped move 
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toward the recognition of the historicity of oppressions that face marginalized students. 

Their discourses signaled a methodological shift within critical pedagogy. Expanding the 

notion of dialogic approaches to include narratives and story telling, they help ELL 

students to gain access to the dialogic process in classrooms.  

Nevertheless, the theorization about ELL students within critical pedagogy 

remains abstract. By normalizing diversity, both feminists and Critical Race Theorists 

within critical pedagogy risk reducing diversity to categorical differences. Post theorists’ 

failure to highlight the materiality of English as an arbitrator of classroom discussions 

and academic achievement illustrates that a politically correct response to the oppressive 

potential of the modernist rhetoric of emancipation may not offer a new, alternative, 

viable beginning for the struggle against the hegemonic power-relations within the 

educational system and beyond. In the end, it does not represent a genuine regard for ELL 

students and other oppressed groups, but merely reflects a self serving stance of elitism.  

  This is evident in the fact that within my study sample, the majority of the 

articles were either about teachers’ role or seeking to enact the teacher’s voice in the 

implementation of critical pedagogy (n=96/127; 75%) (for example, see Allen and 

Rossatto, 2009; Apple, 2004; Braa and Callero, 2006; DeTurk, 2006; Keyes, 2009; 

Rodriguez, 2008; Stanley, 2007). While there were a few studies that documented 

students’ appropriation of popular culture to resist the dominance of the mainstream 

culture (for example, see Ardizzone, 2007; Cahill, 2007; Morell, 2002), critical pedagogy, 

overall, failed to authorize students’ perspectives. Given the under-represented status of 

ELL students in the data sample, there is a need for critical educators to authorize ELL 
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students’ perspectives to address their special needs in dialogic pedagogies.  

By failing to reveal the role of English underlying power relations in schools and 

classroom, critical educators have reaffirmed the hegemonic power of English. As 

previously discussed, hegemony not only manifests itself in the form of overt political 

control, but also in the hidden form of regulating and controlling consciousness in 

presenting itself as natural and legitimate.  

The hegemonic power of English is especially telling in the naming of English 

Language learners. Within critical pedagogy, ELL students have been referred to in 

generic terms such as ‘the oppressed’ (Apple, 2006; Apple & Pedroni, 2005; Freire, 1986; 

Freire, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 1989; McLaren, 2005). Instead of ascribing them 

characteristics that they positively possess, ELL students are referred to by the terms that 

reflect the values of the dominant group. From this perspective, equally bias and negative 

is the term ‘ELL students’, which suggests that learning English is the only thing that 

counts for those who have not possessed it already.  

Until I undertook this study, it did not occur to me that I am an English language 

learner, and was surprised to know how I am labeled. In its ubiquitous presence in 

educational discourses, the power of English appears unmarked and is considered as 

content empty and ideologically free, marked only by its functionality as a tool of 

communication and learning. This, however, testifies the scope and extent of its 

hegemony. English as a hegemonic form of social control is the habitus and as a set of 

everyday practices that allow the dominant group to identify and categorize others, but 

not themselves.  
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As hegemonized subjects, ELL students are reduced to a category and yet cling 

passionately to their forced identity, for it is in relation to power that oppresses them that 

they derive their names and identities. Is it possible to reconceptualize the relationship of 

language and power in such a way to restore the full humanity to ELL students? The very 

possibility of my project depends on an affirmative answer to this rhetorical question. As 

a teacher and researcher, I feel it is my obligation to utilize whatever power and resources 

that remain at my disposal to rename the reality in order to transform it.  

I believe in the possibility to reconceptualize the language and power relationship 

in such a way that linguistic diversity is recognized as the norm rather than exception; 

that language contact is the order of things and we are obligated to recognize the 

communicative contribution of other languages and cultures. From this perspective, 

linguistic diversity is the reality instead of deviations from the norm. Such a conception 

of language provides more linguistic freedom and space for language minorities and 

allows their experience and knowledge to be expressed, recognized and appreciated. I 

articulate more on this in next chapter.  
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusions  

In this final chapter I first reflect upon the lens and research method adopted in 

this study, the limitations of the study, and implications of these for my research findings. 

I then describe the research findings in light of the research questions that guide this 

study:  

a) How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the particular issues that ELL 

students face in mainstream, content-area classrooms?  

b) How does dialogic pedagogy account for the needs of ELL students when 

theorizing about the relationships of language and power?  

c) How might taking into account the particular issues facing ELL students in the 

dialogic process help to inform a new understanding of dialogic pedagogy and 

perhaps a new practice of democratic pedagogy?  

Within this discussion, I identify the effects of the discourse of critical pedagogy for ELL 

students, explore implications of this study for classroom and literacy practice and 

conclude with recommendations for further research, school policies and classroom 

practices. 

Research Methods and Limitations 

Bourdieu’s discourse on language and power constitutes a theoretical framework 

that provides the consistent structure through which to guide my research (Bourdieu, 

1994). By accommodating both the objective and subjective dimensions of social practice, 

his theory of language and symbolic power allows me to formulate the constraining and 
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enabling aspects of dialogic pedagogy as a social practice. I incorporate his ‘language’ 

into my overarching question and the accompanying sub-questions as described 

previously.  

Bourdieu explication of language as a social practice manifested in the 

relationships of field, capital and habitus provides me a unifying focus when discussing 

the critical challenges facing ELL students as emerging from my review of ELL literature 

that I have used to guide my data collection and analysis. However, as my research 

progressed, I grew more aware of the ways Bourdieuian framework has shaped the 

direction of my research. In focusing on the role of linguistic capital in the reproduction 

of power, I might have unwittingly accentuated the imbalance and inequality between 

social structure and agency to the point that I am guilty of reinforcing the deficit 

theorizing of ELL students and contributing to the production of negativity - raising the 

specter of Ranciere’s critique of Bourdieu as was discussed earlier (Ranciere, 2007).  

While Bourdieu’s cultural capital expands the Marxist notion of capital and 

provides room for cultural autonomy, his repertoire of cultural capital such as linguistic 

competence, education, knowledge of rules, is restricted to those that play a role in the 

capitalist production of wealth and status, and hence risks of reducing cultural capital to a 

special case of economic capital (Bourdieu, 1994). Via Ranciere’s ‘performance effect’ 

argument, we may argue that Bourdieu’s focus on the capitals that favor the dominant 

class and in terms of whose deficiency ELL students are defined contributed to the 

reinforcement of the hegemony of English. Reminded by critical educators such as 

DiAngelo (2006) and Yosso (2005), I need to bear in mind that ‘English Language 
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Learners’ are more than just English language learners. As human beings, ELL students 

carry with them a ‘community wealth’ of cultural heritages that the mainstream culture 

fails to recognize, but contains within itself the possibilities important to the flourishing 

of humanity (Yosso, 2005). A re-conceptualization of ‘capital’ that celebrates and 

provides “plural openings” (Taylor & Robinson, 2009) is called for in order to empower 

ELL students. 

As a theoretical framework that incorporates textual analysis and social theory in 

the challenge of domination, CDA was used in my study to theorize the gap existing in 

the literature of critical pedagogy regarding its conspicuous lack of reference to ELL 

students. Seeing social categories such as ‘ELL students’ operating within the dynamics 

of power relations in society, CDA compelled me to go beyond the semiotic level of the 

texts. Instead of stopping at what critical pedagogy literally said about ELL students, 

CDA prompted me to go beyond the surface of the text, probing into the ways the 

discourses of critical pedagogy construct ELL students as an object of research and the 

discursive formations in which it is embedded.  

Adopting CDA as an analytic lens allowed me to explore the way my identities 

are invested in my study. At the center of CDA is the premise that discourses are political 

(Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Fairclough and Wodak, 

1997). The political dimension of CDA inevitably calls into question the objectivity of 

the researcher’s standing with regarding to the interpretation of the text and touches upon 

the positionality of this study. As a researcher as well as an ELL myself, I am part of the 

language practices I study. I live both inside and outside the social reality that I endeavor 



 178 

to understand and transform at the same time. This positioning shaped my interpretations 

of critical pedagogy as a complex interplay of both oppression and promise. In my 

analysis I have utilized CDA to uncover critical pedagogy’s constraining and enabling 

effects for ELL students.  

My role as a researcher required me to demonstrate the trustworthiness of my 

research. One way to do this is through the triangulation of data, by juxtaposing different 

perspectives found in the data. This is compatible with the critical stance of CDA 

according to which, it would be wrong to conceptualize its goal as aiming to understand 

discourses as unified and integrated. This is not the aim of CDA, nor is its intended 

outcome. On the contrary, as a strategy to understand how language works as a cultural 

practice to mediate power relations (Fairclough, 1995; Rogers, 2003), CDA privileges the 

disrupting of the impositional power of the text, helping to reveal the discourse of critical 

pedagogy as contradictory, caught in the web of its often unstated assumptions and 

motives. I have endeavored to achieve this by recovering conflicting voices and counter 

discourses within the discourse of critical pedagogy, not only to expose the contradictions 

that often exist between the claims of its discourse and its effects, but also to reveal the 

inner contradiction within critical pedagogy as a field.  

To further reduce the caprice of my interpretation, I often quoted extensive 

sections of texts so that readers could draw their own interpretations. I also tried as much 

as possible to describe the discursive context in which the discourses of critical pedagogy 

could be interpreted, often relying on the existing scholarship to do so. However, the 

work of my analysis involves constructing identities for authors that they themselves may 
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not recognize. For example, bringing the Bourdieuian discourse of language and power to 

my analysis, I have interpreted some discourses of critical pedagogy as neo-Marxist — 

arguing that they were potentially normalizing and aimed to reproduce the status quo that 

represses ELL students and other minorities rather than disrupting its reproduction. But it 

is doubtful whether those authors of critical pedagogy see themselves as oppressors or 

would interpret their work as regulatory. Most likely they viewed themselves as social 

reformers, sacrificing their time and energy, working hard on behalf of the oppressed for 

the benefit of the general. In treating neo-Marxist discourses as a well-defined entity with 

an essence of their own, I might have risked of simplifying their arguments that might be 

more complex than I have presented.  

There is perhaps no definite way to completely eliminate the essentializing 

tendency of human reason. A strategic use of essentialism may be justified by recourse to 

practical considerations with regarding to the purpose of this study. For example, in 

amplifying some elements of the discourses of critical pedagogy, we help expose their 

normalizing potential and examine their effects on ELL students.  

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that by essentializing the others we risk 

of reifying the perspectives of the others and deprive them of agency and subjectivity that 

are due to them. The issue of essentialism is particularly relevant to ELL students because 

of its implications regarding the possibility of individual agency and political change. 

Essentialist views of ELLs imply that ELL students have no autonomy and by doing so, 

contribute to the perpetuation of their subjugation in a hierarchical social structure that 

puts them at a disadvantage.  
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To attenuate the pernicious damage from the unavoidable essentialist use of 

categories and terms in deploying my arguments in this study, I have employed CDA to 

help me attend to the nuances within the discourses of critical pedagogy. As a research 

method that sees theory formation as a social practice that implies a dialectical 

relationship between a particular discursive event and the wider context that frames it 

(Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, Pardoe and Szerszynski, 2003; Fairclough and Wodak, 

1997), CDA makes it possible to de-link critical pedagogy’s unstated assumptions from 

its claims to truth and allows for a critical reading of critical pedagogy by exposing 

contradicting voices and counter discourses within it, revealing its simultaneously 

enabling and constraining power, as I have endeavored to do so. For example, in this 

study, I have juxtaposed the discourses of feminist critical pedagogies and Critical Race 

Theory with that of neo-Marixst critical pedagogies to uncover their underlying 

assumptions and in doing so, expose the normalizing potential for ELL students of each 

discourse. I also have taken measures to attenuate the essentialist potential of my own 

discourses. In criticizing the essentialist humanism of neo-Marxist discourses, I have 

stressed that while insisting that normative disputes can be settled through rational 

dialogue, neo-Marxist critical educators such as Giroux regarded difference not as fixed, 

but as a starting point for reflection and action (Burbules, 2000; DeTurk, 2006; 

Ghahremani-Ghajar, 2005; Giroux, 2003; hooks, 2003). Hence I have endeavored to 

present neo-Marxist arguments in their subtlety and complexity.  

In the following section I return to my research questions and discuss implications 

of my research findings. 
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How does dialogic pedagogy theorize about the particular issues that ELL students 

face in mainstream, content-area classrooms?  

The juxtaposition of different discursive formations within the field of critical 

pedagogy allows me to expose both the empowering and repressive potential of critical 

pedagogy as a form of dialogic pedagogy for ELL students (Anzaldúa, 1990; Coloma, 

2008; Ellsworth, 1994; Peters, 2009; Viola, 2009; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). Despites of 

its regard for the oppressed, dialogic approach promoted by critical pedagogy often 

abstracts its operations from historical and cultural particulars that are intrinsic to make 

sense the specificity of oppression ELL students experience (such as the specificity of 

cultural literacy in the school curriculum, the bias of hidden curriculum, the hegemony of 

English, and the role of English in the development of students’ voice, subjectivity and 

identity) (Burbules, 2000; Ellsworth, 1994; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Viola, 2009; Yoon, 2005; 

Yosso, 2005).  

Through the lens of post theories such as feminism and Critical Race Theory, I 

come to realize that the radical difference of ELL students - difference that resists 

assimilation to the mainstream culture such as language – could be rendered inexplicable 

or denied in the dialogic process in mainstream classrooms. As Ellsworth (1994) and 

others rightfully pointed out, the regulative nature of dialogic approach tends to reinforce 

the political and cultural manipulation of consciousness and not only prevents certain 

voices or perspectives from emerging in dialogic process, but the medium of dialogue 

itself becomes complicit with the repressive agenda of reproducing inequality (Burbules, 

2000; Ellsworth1994; Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005).  
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       Through exposing the discursive effects of critical pedagogy as a discourse, I 

realize that the essentialist humanism manifested in the discourses of critical pedagogy 

could become a normalizing education and exert a normalizing power for ELL students in 

classroom discussions. Post theorists’ attempts to escape the normalizing effect of critical 

pedagogy’s essentialist humanism are far from offering anti-elitism or any genuine new 

critical potential. In fact, all classroom practices are potentially normative. In support of 

ELL students’ struggle for liberation and freedom, it is not enough to simply 

acknowledge the repressive potential of critical pedagogy. In the wake of such possibility, 

we are compelled to search for an approach of pedagogical approach that simultaneously 

empowers ELL student voice, validates diversity and difference, and in particular, 

address the link of language and power (Burbules, 2000; Degener, 2001; DiAngelo, 2006; 

Ellsworth1994; Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). From this 

perspective, there is a need for theorists and practitioners of dialogic pedagogies to attend 

to what is developing in the field of ELL education and draw upon the relevant studies to 

inform its praxis of dialogic pedagogies.  

How does dialogic pedagogy account for the needs of ELL students when theorizing 

about language and power?  

This study has demonstrated that critical pedagogy as a form of dialogic pedagogy failed 

to account for the normalizing potentials of dialogue as a method of classroom instruction 

for ELL students. In particular, it failed to turn its critical gaze against itself, to realize 

that its own ideological assumptions are potentially fraught with treacherous ideological 

pitfalls and may create effects that are contradictory to what are originally intended for 
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ELL students. When teachers fail to reflect on how their ideology affects the lives of their 

students and constantly question whether or not their underlying assumptions are helpful 

or harmful to the reality of their lives, they more they perpetuate the oppressive structure 

that perpetuates the subordinated status of students who are not part of the dominant 

culture. Only when teachers reflect critically on their practices—that are aware of the 

political and cultural nature of their work—can they be on guard to ensure that their own 

cultural beliefs and values do not become oppressive to minority students who may have 

ideologies that differ from dominant values.  

Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that critical pedagogy’s approach signals a 

shift from the previous ‘non-political’ models of learning and brings us closer to 

addressing ELL students. Related to this vision of critical education is a pedagogy, or 

way of conceptualizing that teaching and learning experience, that relies on student and 

teacher dialogue to bring students to self-understanding, hopefully to a point where they 

can see through the ideological misrecognition in all forms of communication on their 

own (Apple, 2004; Freire, 1990; Freire, 1994; Giroux, 2004; hooks, 2003; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; McLaren, 2005; Kincheloe, 2008; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Shor, 

1999). Through student and teacher dialogue, critical pedagogy encourages students to 

use the strategy of problem-posing to contest and interrogate their initial response to 

school curricula – embedded in the relationships of language and power and other 

oppressive, normalizing assumptions, which produce inequitable and unjust effects for 

those who have no voice. It invites them to take up multiple perspectives through 

classroom discussions that disrupt the taken-for-granted assumptions in any normalizing 
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education, hoping that in the process they will become aware of the power of dominant 

ideologies.   

       Despite the fact that critical pedagogy may not escape the normalizing and 

regulatory perils facing the traditional pedagogy, and despite what may seem like a 

retraction from many of the emancipatory promises that critical pedagogy seems to offer, 

we still can say that critical pedagogy as a field has contributed significantly to the 

theorizing of critical education. I have come to realize that what we do as teachers has an 

impact on our students, and what and how we learn has an impact on us. As teachers, we 

need to consciously view literacy or literacy instruction as a political act that can 

transform, reinforce or reconstruct the existing oppressive structure and judiciously 

exercise our responsibility.  

 My engagement with critical pedagogy has compelled me to adopt a more critical 

lens toward the teacher/student dialogue and its discursive effects for ELL students. 

Rather than simply accepting dialogue as an innocent instructional tool, I have started to 

interrogate the claims and assumptions of dialogic pedagogy. The challenges facing ELL 

students in mainstream classrooms expose the normalizing potential of dialogic 

pedagogies for ELL students. I realize that there is a need for critical educators to 

integrate ELL studies and dialogic pedagogies. Until concerted efforts are made across 

disciplines, we will continue to do a disservice to ELL students. Thus, my research 

suggests areas of interdisciplinary collaboration between ELL studies and critical 

pedagogy that we should explore further in a practical sense – in our rethinking about 

curricula and literacy approaches with ELL students.  
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 As reflected in this study, a pedagogy that addresses cultural and linguistic diversity 

has not been readily explored within the literature of critical pedagogy. There is a need to 

expand the concept of literacy to track the literacy understandings of educators in 

mainstream classrooms in which linguistic and cultural diversities become normalizied, 

and promote discussion about literacy and classroom practices to address the special 

needs of ELL students.  

 By engaging the discourses of critical pedagogy, we were reminded that teachers 

could increase their resources for students, and in particular, for ELL students, and 

expand their understandings of rich literacy experiences that occur in the students’ homes 

and communities (McKay, 2010; Yosso, 2005).  From this perspective, a viable literacy 

approach that integrates critical pedagogy and ELL studies should place continued focus 

on the incorporation of students’ home cultures and languages into the school curriculum. 

In a study that took place in a classroom with students from linguistically diverse 

backgrounds, Cummins, Bismilla, Chow, Giampapa, Cohen, Leoni, Sandhu and Sastri 

(2005) envisioned a classroom that teachers create environments that students are 

actively and critically engaged in language and literacy activities by taking into account 

how cultural assumptions and beliefs shape identity investment as a core component of 

learning. A classroom that takes the concept of cultural and linguistic diversity seriously 

would be a learning community in which parents and school faculty and staff closely 

collaborate with each other, thereby allowing teachers to draw from the students’ prior 

experiences and interests. In such a learning environment, in-school literacies have a 

purpose beyond the classroom and students, including ELLs, enjoy a full range of 



 186 

positive literacy experiences and are able to make text to text, text to self, and text to 

world connections.  

How might taking into account the particular issues facing ELL students in the 

dialogic process help to inform a new understanding of dialogic pedagogy and 

perhaps a new practice of democratic pedagogy?  

In looking for a pedagogical and literacy approach that takes into account the 

particular issues facing ELL students in the dialogic process, I actively seek to build 

culturally and linguistically diversified practices that will address ELL students within 

mainstream classrooms and beyond. Through the findings of my study, I realize that the 

mere recognition of the normalizing potential of dialogic pedagogy and other pedagogical 

practices for ELL students is not enough to be conducive toward this goal. As Bourdieu 

(1994) and many others have reiterated, a viable pedagogical approach must be not only 

critical of the constraining force of school structure, but also look for the productive force 

within the school community that addresses and empowers ELL students (Bourdieu, 1994; 

Ranciere, 1983; Lewis, 2009; Yosso, 2005). A viable pedagogical approach to address 

ELL students, hence, must actively approach linguistic/cultural diversity not as deficit, 

but as a vital source for learning, and actively seek its incorporation within the 

curriculum and school community.  

       This exploration takes as my point of departure the notion of multiliteracies – 

used to represent a multi-modal literacy approach to linguistic and cultural diversity in 

globalized societies (Albright, 2009; Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Holloway, 

2004; Masney & Cole, 2009; Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003; Ryan, 2005). I 
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argue that this approach won’t be meaningful unless it builds critical elements into it, that 

is, unless it enables all students in a linguistically and culturally diverse classroom to 

critically interrogate the power relations within the school structure and allow students to 

negotiate their identities in a historically constituted and socially contextualized world 

that gravitates towards the reproduction of power and privileges (Freire, 1990; Freire, 

1994; Coffey; 2010; hooks, 2003; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Kincheloe, 2008; Freire 

& Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999).  

Multiliteracies. Borrowing a term that was originally coined by the New London 

Group (1996) and gaining recognition through authors such as Cummins (2006), Street 

(2005) and Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen (2003), I use it to capture the increasingly 

complex range of multimodal literacy approach in response to the multilingual and 

culturally diverse society that the United States has become (Albright, 2009; Cummins, 

2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Holloway, 2004; Masney & Cole, 2009; Schwarzer, 

Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003; Ryan, 2005). Due to the reality of migration, the linguistic 

reality today is complex. Though English remains to be the dominant, global language, 

the promotion of linguistic and cultural diversity is crucial to any serious attempt to 

realize a truly multicultural oriented education, which would equip students to develop a 

means of intercultural communication that fosters trust and yet at the same time addresses 

power imbalance between cultures (Cummins, 2007; Holloway, 2004; Schwarzer, 2001; 

Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003).  

       Multiliteracies understood in this sense challenges the notion of literacy that sees 

literacy as simply speaking, reading and writing in a monolingual setting (English in our 
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example), and argues that such notion of literacy cannot make sense of our lived 

experiences in a linguistically diverse society (Albright, 2009; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; 

Masney & Cole, 2009; Ryan, 2005). As critical educators such as Freire (1994) and Shor 

(1999) emphasized, reading (and writing) is always with an understanding that is socially 

and culturally ascribed (Freire, 1990; Freire, 1994; Coffey, 2010; Freire & Macedo, 1987; 

Shor, 1999). In today’s culturally and linguistically diversified world, different kinds of 

text require different backgrounds and skills if they are to be read and write critically and 

productively (Albright, 2009; Coffey, 2010; Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; 

Holloway, 2004; Masney & Cole, 2009; Schwarzer, 2001; Schwarzer, Haywood, & 

Lorenzen, 2003; Shor, 1999; Ryan, 2005). Multiliteracies seek to incorporate the rich 

forms of students’ cultural and linguistic capital into the curriculum and school 

communities, rather than focusing on a narrow range of monolingual, text-based 

literacies. 

          While in many schools, minority students’ diverse cultural and linguistic capital 

might have been incorporated into extra-curricular and occasional curricular activities, 

such inclusion often amounts to no more than token representations of minority cultures, 

as a bland gesture of multiculturalism on the part of schools (Ryan, 2005; Taylor & 

Robinson, 2009). In the mainstream education, minority cultures/languages remain 

extraneous to content and skills development within the curriculum. To authentically 

address cultural and linguistic diversity within the school community, not only classroom 

environments need to validate cultural diversity (at least in terms of teacher attitudes and 

school climates), their home languages and literacies must be seen as vital funds of 
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knowledge and forms of literacy and incorporated into the formal/academic learning. In 

an article that calls for a pedagogy to foreground multiple voices and narratives, C. Jewitt 

(2008) described multiliteracies as:  

multiliteracies sets out to stretch literacy beyond the constraints of official  

standard forms of written and spoken language to connect with the culturally and 

linguistically diverse landscapes and the multimodal texts that are mobilized and 

circulate across these landscapes. Therefore, multiliteracies can be seen as a 

response to the remaking of the boundaries of literacy through current conditions 

of globalization and as a political and social theory for the redesign of the 

curriculum agenda (Jewitt, 2008; p. 245).  

Multiliteracies, as a response to the globalized, linguistically and cultural diverse reality 

we inhabit, can be used to approach classroom instructions through students’ 

linguistically and culturally situated practices within an inclusive classroom learning 

community in which linguistic and cultural diversities are respected (Albright, 2009; 

Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Holloway, 2004; Jewitt, 2008; Masney & Cole, 

2009; Schwarzer, 2001; Ryan, 2005; Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003).  

       However, the adoption of multiliteracies is less meaningful if it does not also 

create enabling environments that allow students to develop critical consciousness and 

skills to recognize the power relations inherent in the curriculum and school structures, 

and empower them to renegotiate their identities within the dominant discourses (Freire, 

1990; Freire, 1994; Coffey; 2010; hooks, 2003; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Kincheloe, 

2008; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Ryan, 2005; Shor, 1999).  



 190 

Multiliteracies and critical literacy. Multiliteracies must be critical literacy 

simultaneously. As described previously, critical literacy as a subgenre of critical 

pedagogy takes a questioning stance in reaction to texts, which involves the consideration 

of multiple perspectives. An approach of critical literacy that takes the critique of the post 

discourses seriously will recognize that identifying issues of conflict and power is 

fundamental to critical literacy. Critical literacy informed of post discourses’ 

understanding of identity and power/knowledge involves the recognition of a struggle for 

power, and consequently enables the silenced voices and lived ELL experiences of 

students to be heard, provides spaces for ELL students to renegotiate their identities in the 

wake of the oppressive structure that they face in the mainstream culture, and helps shift 

the power balances within the school structure (Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; 

DiAngelo, 2006; Ellsworth1994; Gore, 1993; Gur-Zeev, 2005; Lather & Clemens, 2008; 

Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005).  

 As I have discussed previously, within the framework of critical pedagogy, 

multiliteracies in fact have been practiced by juxtaposing different viewpoints in search 

for the underlying ideological messages in text, exploring why certain perspectives are 

left out in text, etc. (Coffey, 2009; Degener, 2001; Shor, 1999; Van Duinen, 2005/2006; 

Wolk, 2003). At the core of critical pedagogy is the belief that the goal of classroom 

practices is empower students to understand how classroom teachings have influenced 

their understanding of the society. Through such awareness, critical pedagogy helps 

eliminate, to some extent, the disadvantages experienced by ELL students as a result of 

their lack of dominant cultural capital within specific cultural contexts (Coffey, 2009; 
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Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Degener, 2001; Shor, 1999; Van Duinen, 

2005/2006; Wolk, 2003).  

Such understood, critical pedagogy and multiliteracies must be integral to each 

other. A viable pedagogical approach successfully infusing the two must do more than 

urging teachers towards the inclusion of linguistic and cultural diversities beyond what is 

presented in traditional curriculum in mainstream classrooms. In addition, it must 

challenge teachers towards transforming the power relations at work through the practice 

of multiliteracies with students (Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Degener, 2001; 

Ryan, 2005; Yosso, 2005).  

Recommendations for Future Research  

Based on the findings of this study, certain recommendations for future research 

should be considered. My aim in providing these recommendations is to propose future 

research that will further help us address the relationship of language and power facing 

ELL students in dialogic pedagogies in the era of globalized capitalism. Three areas of 

study warrant additional attention and research. Although each area of study has been 

tentatively identified and discussed in the chapters, targeted research may reveal how 

each area of study specifically impacts on ELL students in dialogic pedagogies. These 

areas include 1) incorporating studies that are set outside the U.S., 2) conducting studies 

that authorize ELL students’ perspectives, and 3) comparing claims and assumptions of 

different formulations of dialogic pedagogy to build a fuller understanding of the notion 

of dialogic pedagogy.  

 The first recommendation is for researchers to follow up this study by 
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incorporating articles that were not set in the U.S. by using the same research design to 

conduct studies that better addresses the hegemonic effects of English as a global 

language. Such research will include and expand upon articles of dialogic pedagogy that 

were excluded from my data because they fell outside of the parameter of my research 

question. The expanded data is important in terms of addressing ELL students because it 

can further reveal the conditions facing ELL students in dialogic pedagogies as socially 

and historically constituted. Juxtaposing the proposed study with the current study can 

reveal different discursive formations within dialogic pedagogies and shed more light on 

the normalizing effects of the U.S. school system on ELL students. For example, Lavia 

(2006) employed a post colonial perspective to problematize the praxis of dialogic 

pedagogy in the context of the Caribbean. She argued that a historical narrative informed 

by post colonial theories can provide “some insight into the dilemmas and vicissitudes” 

of struggle through which the post-colonial Caribbean subjects have passed and continue 

to pass (Lavia, 2006, p. 285). Post-colonial studies like hers can be drawn upon by 

researchers to compare with the normalizing aspects of the education in the United States. 

Particularly, researchers can focus on how the hegemony of English and its effects on 

ELL students are manifested in acts of repression and moments of resistance in both 

contexts.  

Such proposed study can also provide us with a perspective to scrutinize the 

notion of intercultural dialogue within mainstream classrooms in U.S. schools. 

Intercultural dialogue between the dominant group and who are considered to be 

oppressed may not be intended to be an equal exchange between participants but as a 
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process in which the superiority of the dominant culture was generated, established and 

reinstated over time. This partly explains why the establishment of a meaningful dialogue 

between ‘unequal partners’ in dialogic pedagogies has been, and still is, very challenging. 

Such unequal relations within mainstream classrooms highlight the importance to 

establish a culturally and linguistically diverse classroom culture in order for participants 

in dialogic pedagogies to question and negotiate the framework of communication 

(Bowers, 2008; Coloma, 2008; Peters, 2009; Viola, 2009).  

 The second recommendation is that researchers authorize the perspectives of ELL 

students within critical pedagogy in the context of mainstream classrooms. As reported in 

Chapter six, most of the articles in my data are teacher-centered, focusing on either the 

role of teachers’ in implementing literacy strategies promoting dialogic pedagogies 

(n=96/127; 75%) (for example, see Allen and Rossatto, 2009; Apple, 2004; Braa and 

Callero, 2006; DeTurk, 2006; Keyes, 2009; Rodriguez, 2008; Stanley, 2007). A pedagogy 

that is mostly based on adults’ ideas about the conceptualization and practice of education 

runs counter to the democratic claims of dialogic pedagogy to empower the oppressed. 

Authorizing student perspectives introduces into critical conversations the missing 

perspectives of ELL students whose views have been underrepresented within the 

literature of dialogic pedagogy. As discussed earlier, ELL students have a unique 

perspective on what happens in schools and classrooms and have a lot to contribute to the 

school community (DiAngelo, 2006; Yosso, 2005). Hence there is a need to take ELL 

students’ perspective seriously and attend them as knowledgeable participants in 

classroom discussions. Conducting such studies may require different research design. 
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Mostly interview is the most appropriate avenue in collecting the data. Rigorous 

interview are feasible. These studies might make use of experimental designs to evaluate 

the kinds of insights and knowledge that are most likely to produce positive theorizations 

toward ELLs. 

 The third recommendation is to include other dialogic pedagogies other than critical 

pedagogy to expand the notion of dialogue. As was discussed earlier, critical pedagogy 

does not have a thematic treatment of dialogue and is not specific about how it can be 

implemented in classrooms. Within critical pedagogy, the notion of dialogue is largely 

locked into a variety of ideological frames, and its concept of dialogue pedagogy is 

limited. A fuller understanding of the notion of dialogue, one that recognizes and 

analyzes different conceptualizations of the term across epistemological and pedagogies 

boundaries is called for, such as Bakhtin’s dialogism (1981), Lipman’s community of 

inquiry (2003) and Noddings’ ethics of care (1995). Only by brining in various 

formulations of dialogic pedagogies into contact with each other through a 

comprehensive dialogism, that one can compare claims and assumptions of different 

dialogic pedagogies and start to engage alterative way of seeing in our attempt to better 

address the needs of ELL students.   

Recommendations for Practice  

Based on the findings of this study, certain recommendations for changes in 

policy in school districts and in classroom practices should be considered.  

School Policy. This study illustrates, though rather tentatively, that significant 

association exists between teachers’ linguistic and cultural experiences and their attitude 
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toward ELL students. This study, through the data relating to Critical Race Theory and 

other discourses that challenge neo-Marxist critical pedagogy, shows that teachers who 

had personal experiences with languages other than English had greater sensitivity than 

other teachers to challenges facing ELL students and their willingness to adopt literacy 

strategies that they believe will address linguistic and cultural diversity (Allen & Rossatto, 

2009; Jennings, & Lynn, 2005; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995). A reasonable 

recommendation to districts is that they provide teacher professional development that 

focuses on raising teachers’ awareness of the challenges facing ELL students and the 

conscious use of literacy strategies to the effect of promoting what are effective to 

address the special needs of ELL students in mainstream classrooms and on cultural 

responsiveness in general. Requiring teachers to acquire some level of foreign language 

fluency and a basic understanding of second language aquisition might result in 

increasing teachers’ understanding of issues of linguistic and cultural diversity.  

Furthermore, if the ability to speak another language has been found to be 

associated with positive attitudes toward speakers of other languages, school districts 

might wish to consider certain changes in their curriculum policies. In particular, they 

might want to consider including exposure to other languages in the school curriculum, 

through some degree of immersion to builds on the connection between foreign language 

instruction for native-born Americans and English-language instruction for ELL 

populations (i.e. Coltrane, 2003; Cummins, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997). Such a 

practice provides a positive view of ELL students whose cultures enrich the culture and 

intellectual life of the school community. By doing so, one helps promote the notion of 
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linguistic and cultural diversity as a norm of school culture rather than an exception.  

Classroom Practices. As previously discussed, literacy involves not just learning 

how to speak, read and write in English, but a way of critically interacting with language 

(Coffey, 2010; Freire, 1993; Freire& Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999). There is not just one 

literacy, but many. Teachers need to use varied forms of presentation and encourage 

students to represent their knowledge and understanding in a variety of ways in order to 

respond effectively to linguistic and cultural diversity within the student population. 

Students, including both ELL students and native-born students, should be provided with 

opportunities to develop various kinds of literacy experience and learn how to use 

literacy to examine critically one’s position in life in terms of socioeconomic status, 

educational background, gender and race (Coffey, 2010; Freire, 1993; Freire& Macedo, 

1987; Giroux & McLaren, 1992; Shor, 1999). Such literacy practices will help students 

challenge the commonly held assumptions and beliefs and make personal connections 

(Coffey, 2010; Freire, 1993; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1999).  

Though it is as yet unclear what types of literacy strategies or practices would be 

most effective to facilitate a linguistically and culturally diverse environment and address 

issues of diversity and social justice, the following literacy practices are recommended 

based on the findings of this study. 

Create a linguistically and culturally diverse classroom. Classroom environments 

have a significant effect on ELL students’ literacy experience. Teacher beliefs and 

attitudes toward ELLs and other cultures can profoundly shape students’ learning 

experience and affect their achievements. It is important to create climate of cultural 
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acceptance/respect that supports a linguistic and culturally diverse classroom. An 

important dimension of creating such an environment is to integrate, whenever possible, 

students’ first languages, cultural beliefs, and values into all aspects of classroom life so 

that students feel positive about themselves as an integral part of the class. For example, a 

discussion about the global nationalist movement in the wake of the collapse of European 

imperialism in the 20th century can take advantage of students’ linguistic and cultural 

knowledge of the nationalist struggles in their home countries.  

Furthermore, there is considerable evidence that ELL students’ literacy experience 

in their first language can be transferred to, and built upon to support, their learning in a 

second language (Coltrane, 2003; Cummins, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997). Thus, it is 

important to encourage students to use their background knowledge to interact with the 

texts in the school curriculum.  

 Use cooperative learning strategies. Cooperative learning groups can provide 

opportunities for ELL students to interact orally with their peers in a small, non-

threatening, non-judgmental forum. Students can work in small groups, can talk in a more 

intimate setting than a large class discussion, and can work together to create a more 

comfortable environment (Peregoy and Boyle, 2005; Stevens & Slavin, 1995). They are 

able to ask questions they might be hesitant to pose in front of the whole class. Use 

bilingual students as peer can help emerging English language learners to understand key 

concepts of a topic in their first languages. Research studies indicate that the use of 

carefully structured learning groups has many positive outcomes in terms of academic 

achievement, communication skills, race relations, the development of socially 
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responsible and cooperative behavior and attitudes (Peregoy and Boyle, 2005; Stevens & 

Slavin, 1995).   

Promote multiliteracies and critical literacies. Multiliteracies refer to the range of 

ways which allow the processes of meaning making to be supported by their context 

(Albright, 2009; Holloway, 2004; Jewitt, 2008; Masney & Cole, 2009; Ryan, 2005). 

Students and particularly ELL students rely on contextual prop such as the use of visual 

support of all kinds. It allows the meaning of the text to be distributed in various ways 

and become more accessible to ELL students. Using accessible, interesting alternative 

texts, teachers can encourage more students (and this would include ELL students) to 

participate in conversations about social issues that have been stifled by sterile reading 

material contained in textbooks (Coffey, 2009).  

In addition to use alternative texts, students should be given opportunities to 

create their counter discourse. This study shows that some literacy strategies or practices 

promoted by critical educators such as creating counter discourses to the school 

curriculum are effective in addressing some of the special needs of ELL students (Coffey, 

2009; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Van Duinen, 2005/2006; Wolk, 2003). Students 

should be encouraged to experiment with various forms of media to represent their 

understanding. Such literacy practice provides students opportunities to speak from the 

point of view of those voices that are often silenced or marginalized, thereby empowering 

them (Coffey, 2009; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Van Duinen, 2005/2006; Wolk, 

2003). This literacy approach to curriculum can serve to validate the thoughts and 

feelings of underrepresented groups such as ELL students. 
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       As an example of using and creating alternative texts, in a unit lesson on World War 

that I taught in a global studies class, I designed a collaborative learning project in which 

students worked in small groups to write a screen play about the causes of World War I 

and produced a puppet show to demonstrate how nationalist claims and imperialist 

expansion clashed in World War I. Previously I supplemented the textbook with multiple 

texts which included visual supports such as pictures and video presentations to 

contextualize students’ understanding of the topic. Students were encouraged to research 

the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on their own and if they choose, in their 

first languages. (Computers were used in classrooms to facilitate this activity). As a 

process of formative evaluation, I asked students to produce a counter text in which they 

recreated the story from a ‘what if’ point of view. This project drew upon the diverse 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds of the students and allowed them to create a ‘common 

language’ for the students to represent their understanding of the topic. Instead of 

focusing on literacy in a technical and normalizing sense, such approach allows student 

choice in actively engaging in cultural studies while providing ways for ELL students to 

participate in classroom discussions in the ‘language’ of their own choice.  

Concluding Remarks  

       The significance of critical understandings of language and power/knowledge lies 

in the implications for understanding empowerment and identity investment in ELL 

students’ trajectories of learning (Coloma, 2008; Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; 

Degener, 2001; Leonardo, 2002; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). From this perspective, a 

critical pedagogy that aims for ELL students’ empowerment can only take place in a 
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classroom of multiliteracies that take linguistic and cultural diversity seriously. To 

facilitate empowering ELL students, critical pedagogy must involve a process of 

redefining the mainstream curricula by developing learning activities that locate non-

dominant or oppressed “funds of knowledge” as central to the learning of ELL students. 

Such understanding has been introduced into theorization of second language education 

by critical educators working in the field of ESL education, such as Luke (2004) and 

Norton & Toohey (2004), but remains to be incorporated within the context of general 

education/the mainstream classrooms.  

As was mentioned earlier, the inclusion of diverse learners’ funds of cultural and 

linguistic knowledge is often extraneous to content and skills development within the 

school curriculum. There is a need to incorporate students’ local knowledge into the 

formal learning in such a way that ELL students’ cultural and linguistic capital will be 

recognized and asserted as vital funds of knowledge and forms of literacy. This may open 

up alternative forms of classroom communication in which ELL students are positioned 

as subjects rather than objects. In this sense, the rich funds of ELL students’ cultural and 

linguistic capitals may participate in the development of multiliteracies in the school 

community, which will benefit all students in their adaptation to an ever diversified 

society (Albright, 2009; Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 2007; Holloway, 2004; 

Jewitt, 2008; Masney & Cole, 2009; Schwarzer, 2001; Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 

2003; Ryan, 2005).  

Mainstream educators must begin to explore ways to link cultural and linguistic 

capital of minority students with curriculum. By incorporating multiliteracies into 
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mainstream classrooms, mainstream teachers will help create learning environments in 

which multiple voices and narratives are foregrounded, and give space for informed 

critique and knowledge construction (Coloma, 2008; Cummins, 2007; Cumming-Potvin, 

2007; Degener, 2001; Leonardo, 2002; Yoon, 2005; Yosso, 2005). Such multiliteracies 

approach enacts emancipation for ELL students by enabling the silenced voices and lived 

experiences of ELL students to be heard and to begin accounting for and “naming their 

own worlds” (Freire and Macedo, 1987).  
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