English in demand

2nd language classes growing rapidly
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PHOTO:  Julie Garcia works with a student in the English as a Second Language program at Greer Elementary School. The Daily Progress/ Kaylin Bowers    

Both Charlottesville and Albemarle County schools have enrolled significantly more English as a Second Language students for the 2006-07 school year than last year, according to recent figures from the divisions.

Charlottesville schools have 330 ESL students, a 22.7 percent increase from last year, and Albemarle schools have 858 English as a Second or Other Language students, a 13.2 percent rise from a year ago.

Beverly Catlin, coordinator of instruction for Charlottesville schools, noted that 59 percent of city ESL students are at the lowest of the division’s three levels of English proficiency.

“This shows that of the ESL kids we have, a huge portion are beginning the language,” she said.

About one-third of ESOL students in Albemarle were born in the United States, said Courtney Stewart, instructional coordinator of the international and ESOL program for the county.

Stewart was surprised that ESOL enrollment for Albemarle increased as much as it did. She expects that in the coming years, the number will begin to level off as cost of living in the area continues to rise. Stewart cited Northern Virginia as an example of an area where cost of living became too high for many in the non-native English speaking population to settle. She expects Southwest Virginia to be the next region of the state to see significant ESL population growth.

Some of the ESL student presence in Charlottesville schools, and to a lesser extent in Albemarle, is a result of the work of the International Rescue Committee, which resettles about 150 refugees each year in the city and the county.

The languages that make up the second and third highest proportions of the Charlottesville school division’s ESL population are MaiMai, an African dialect spoken by the Bantu tribe in Somalia, and Farsi, spoken in Iran and Afghanistan.

Students who speak MaiMai have a unique hurdle to overcome, as it is not a written language.

“This creates some great challenges for us because we had to teach them the alphabet,” Catlin said.

The Bantu resettlement exemplifies the goal of IRC, which is to help groups throughout the world who are persecuted for cultural or religious reasons

The Bantus were sold as slaves to Somalia in the 18th century and freed in the 19th. After their emancipation, their cultural differences with other tribes in the region caused more powerful, established tribes to persecute the Bantus. In the 1991 civil war in Somalia, the Bantus had no allegiance to other Somali clans and their land was taken and many tribal members were raped and killed.

The IRC supplies the school divisions with interpreters for children who speak lesser-known languages, but the cultural differences create adversities, especially in a standards-based school culture that focuses on students reaching certain benchmarks.

“We have wonderful diversity, but it causes challenges,” Catlin said.
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