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Faviola Gomez Garcia grew up in Mexico and has been in Colorado for less than a year. When she enrolled at Falcon High School this semester she took a language proficiency test. 

“We are required by the State of Colorado to gather a body of evidence to review a student’s language profile,” said Grant Geis, Coordinator of D49’s Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Education (CLDE). “That survey asks questions about a student's language background. Like, what is the first language they learned? What language is primarily used at home?” 

At the time of enrollment all new students are required to complete the home language survey. Any answer other than English lets the CLDE department know further testing and investigating is needed.

“The language proficiency test is not easy, and I wonder how many English proficient students would pass it,” Geis said. “It demands listening to extended speech and then answering questions you don’t know are going to come up. It requires students to write, using their best academic vocabulary and grammatical structures. They have to speak in complete sentences.” 

Faviola is in ninth grade at FHS and used her CLDE teacher, Rosella Anderson, as her translator for this article. “I was nervous about the test, because I understood nothing,” she said. “But the staff person was really good with me. I think the testing is good because I want to learn.” 

Geis said, “We want to make sure that all students in District 49, regardless of their language background, are positioned to succeed. Students that have language influences other than English, may not have received direct instruction on how to make the connection between their home language and English. If they are struggling academically, it is not a matter of intelligence, it might just be a lack of that explicit instruction in English.”

“It’s not the teachers fault I don’t understand English,” Faviola said. “It’s hard to learn English, but there are teachers who are willing to work hard to make sure I understand.” 

The testing allows the CLDE staff to evaluate what, if any, additional support is needed for each individual student. 

“The test helps the students because we get them into the right supports, like CLDE classes, and we write English language plans so other teachers understand how to help them,” Anderson said.

“When you come to the United States and you practice English outside of school, but you come into school it makes me nervous to speak. People are really good to me in school and have helped me learn more English, so now I understand a little bit more,” Faviola said. 

This semester, the CLDE staff tested 280 new students in D49 operated schools, and 170 from our charter schools. GOAL is estimated to have tested an additional 500 students. 

“We’ve been busy since July testing and screening our students,” Geis said. “We prioritize students that clearly need language support so they get the services they need so they are academically successful.”

This work is proving to be successful.

“We have a very high graduation rate for our multilingual students,” Geis said. “Just over 90 percent of our students that are language learners graduate from our high schools. They want to learn. Our multilingual students are some of the hardest working students in the district. It is cognitively demanding to translate language between English and your native language all day.”

Testing can also reveal learning disabilities, which can be harder to identify due to the language barriers. 

“We have a growing population of dually identified students, that is they have a language need and some type of learning disability,” Geis said. “We have to figure out if the score they are getting is due to the disability or the language need, or do they need both.”

The testing doesn’t identify motivation. That is where relationships come into play. 

“It could be a motivational issue, like the kid may just not like math. Is that due to language, no. But if you don’t know the language of mathematics, and you are struggling with comprehending and reading, that could be due to language. This is where our CLDE teachers play an important role in talking with the students and their general education teachers,” Geis said.

Apart from the academic reasons, learning English is also important for social and cultural development. And as most people know, teenagers are very social. 
 
“Students acquire social language skills much faster than academic language skills,” Geis said. “That happens because they are motivated to make friends and talk with their peers.”

Faviola agrees. As a teenager, she likes social interaction with friends more than classroom learning.  

“I’m interested in other people’s opinions and experiences,” she said. “I also want to share my experiences.” 

Anderson said, “Students develop their receptive language skills first, and are often very reluctant to speak in class. They understand more than they reflect. They want to connect with people and not feel isolated.” 
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