Schools see rise in Hispanics

New classes, services aid Spanish-speaking students, parents
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Gracias por llamar a las escuelas públicas de Charlottesville.

   This is part of the automated message that greets a Spanish-speaking Charlottesville parent calling to seek information from their child’s school. After they leave a message, Tina Vasquez, an English as a Second Language teacher from Charlottesville High School who doubles as the division interpreter, will listen to the question, find the answer and call the parent back and speak with them … in Spanish.

“It’s a great connection,” said Beverly Catlin, director of the ESOL program for Charlottesville schools. “Principals love it.”

School registration forms are now being translated into Spanish, objects in kindergarten classrooms are being tagged with their Spanish and English names, and beginners’ classes are being created so teachers and secretaries can learn basic Spanish.

“These programs are emerging because the number of Spanish speakers in the schools has increased significantly just in the last year,” Catlin said.

As area students sling backpacks over their shoulders Monday for the first time this school year, Hispanic students will make up more of the student body in public schools than ever, if recent trends continue.The buzz around the school division is that it will be quite an increase, Catlin said. The new enrollment numbers for city schools, however, will not be available until after Labor Day.

In the 2005-06 school year, Hispanic students made up 3.5 percent of Charlottesville school enrollment and 4.7 percent of the Albemarle County student body, according to Virginia Department of Education figures.

The percentage of Hispanic students has risen consistently in six of the city’s nine schools since the 2001-02 school year, and it has increased in 20 of the 24 Albemarle County schools in existence during the same period.

In Char-lottesville, Johnson and Jackson-Via Elementary schools have seen the largest Hispanic student population growth during the five-year span, with 4.1 percent and 3.2 percent increases respectively. The growth in Albemarle schools has been greater than in the city, with Cale and Stony Point elementary schools experiencing the largest gains at 11.3 percent and 8.1 percent respectively.

Local schools, in turn, are changing to meet the needs of the growing Hispanic enrollment.

Charlottesville schools hired five more ESOL teachers last school year than were hired in 2001. Albemarle County has 24 ESOL teachers for the coming school year, 14 more than in 2001.

Making life more convenient for Spanish-speaking families and bolstering the Spanish language skills of local teachers have also been priorities, as Catlin said.

In terms of what happens inside classrooms, knowing how to inspire ESOL students to want to learn English can be a challenge.

“Hispanic kids born in the U.S. get stuck in between languages,” said Courtney Stewart, instructional coordinator for Albemarle schools’ international and ESOL program. “We need to teach them the academic language spoken in the classroom, which is English.”

Bev Ingram, an ESOL teacher at Agnor-Hurt Elementary in Albemarle, said her students are willing and anxious to grasp English.

The key to engaging them is to bring their culture into the classroom so they see that they contribute something unique, she said.

As a way to encourage diversity, Ingram created an international museum and had her pupils report on a personality or place from their home country.  She also noticed the commotion that ensued when she put up a map of the world on the wall and her students pointed out the different countries they have visited.

“It’s a thing the kids had in common and they got excited about it,” she said.

Stewart said that by making ESOL students feel included, their confidence grows.

“Our ESOL kids have the advanced thinking ability, but they don’t have the language skills,” Stewart said. “We try to push them and make them active participants rather than have them sitting on the sidelines.”

Aside from urging ESOL students to take chances with English, elementary school students in Albemarle County who only know English are learning Spanish.  As part of the FLEX program, students are shown a video lesson conducted by a Spanish teacher 15 minutes a day, at least four days a week. In Charlottesville, Spanish is taught in the elementary schools informally, Catlin said. It is not a part of the curriculum.

Exposing students to foreign languages early improves their communication skills, but it also creates a bond with ESOL classmates, Stewart said.

“It is important to build empathy in our kids,” she said.

Ingram put on a puppet show with her ESOL kindergarten students and performed it for the whole class, all of whom had been exposed to basic Spanish.

“Some of the other kids were saying, ‘Oh, I can speak Spanish, too,’” she said.

“In the long run, that’s what’s so valuable - that they learn to appreciate the world as a whole. We’re preparing the next generation for a multicultural world.”
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