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ABSTRACT
The fastest-growing student population (ages 5-17) in U.S. schools today is
children of immigrants, half of whom do not speak English and are labeled English
language learners (ELLs) by the National Center for Education Statistics (2011). Despite
this growing demographic shift, very little is known about their college going experiences
and the factors that determine their success in college. One of the prominent issues faced
by this demographic subgroup is the need to have access to high quality secondary
education and institutional supports to prepare them for the rigor of college and facilitate
their pathway to and through college. The purpose of this study was to investigate
differences between ELL and non-ELL students in a four-year institution as determined
by key demographic, motivational and aspirational characteristics. I used the terminology
English language learners (ELLs) to refer to this broad range of students in the United
States to whom English is not their native language or the dominant language spoken at
home. The study also sought to answer two core questions: are there differences between
these groups that might affect academic achievement? And, what factors predict
academic achievement and are these factors different for the two groups? Current
research literature is replete with numerous theories about differences between these
groups of students but the empirical evidence to support these theories is not as strong.
To conduct this study, I utilized 2010 enrollment data collected from a university-wide
New Student Questionnaire (NSQ), an 81-item survey tool administered to all incoming
freshmen students and other student background data from institutional research collected
through the college application process as well as graduation data for 2015-16. Using
various statistical techniques, I examined student responses to the NSQ. The results had
implications for recruiting and retaining ELL and non-ELL students.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The United States of America has historically been a beacon of hope to millions
of immigrants who arrive at its shores. Like generations before them, today’s immigrants
and their families also seek to achieve the American dream and live a better life. One of
the vehicles through which this dream of a better life can be realized is through
education. Kanno and Harklau (2012) suggest that for many immigrants and their
families, learning English and earning a college degree symbolizes opportunities for a
better paying job, better health and well-being, and a higher social status. Enrollment in
postsecondary education is increasingly closely tied to labor market success in the United
States. Research by Zumeta, Breneman, Callan and Finney (2012) indicates that from
1980 to 2007 the annual earnings advantage for 25 to 35-year-olds who have a bachelor’s
degree, compared to those with only a high school diploma, nearly doubled, from 34
percent to 67 percent for women and tripled, from 19 percent to 61 percent for men.
This relationship between higher education and higher wages is a source of hope
to many immigrant families who tend to place a high value on education. In short,
immigrant parents believe that a good education leads to a good job and, in turn, a quality
of life, and if not for themselves, then for their children. Immigrant parents have high
academic expectations for their children, including participation in post-secondary school
studies, especially at university (Grayson, 2008; Krahn & Taylor, 2005). Despite the
daunting challenges of navigating a new land, immigrants often take on the challenge
where others don’t because they believe that in doing so life will get better. They are
more inclined than blacks or whites to take a more upbeat view about one of the most
1

enduring tenets of the American dream - the idea that each generation will do better in
life than the one that preceded it (PEW Hispanic Research Center, 2006). Nonetheless,
the ability of immigrant children to achieve academic success varies depending on factors
such as race, class, English proficiency, ethnicity, immigration status, and age on arrival
to the U.S.
The current political climate of anti-immigration and American nationalism
creates severe challenges for new waves of immigrants who are predominantly nonEuropean “people of color.” Only 11 percent of today’s immigrants originate from
Europe, and 89 percent now arrive from Latin America, Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean
(Child Trends, 2013). These non-European immigrants and their descendants may remain
visible minorities for generations with the risk of being treated as perpetual foreigners
(Haynh, Devos, & Smalarz, 2011). This ambivalent attitude towards “people of color”
contributes to the “crisis of inequality” in education and has significant implications for
ELL students who are often placed in some kind of second language instructional setting
(track) as they enter their new school (Gandara & Contreras, 2008). School placement is
just one of the factors that differentiate ELLs from non-ELL students. To fully
understand how these students differ from non-ELL students, it is important to take a
look at who they are and how they perform academically.
Who Are English Language Learners (ELLs)?
ESSA (Section 8101[20]) defines ELL as an individual who was not born in the
United States or whose native language is a language other than English, who comes
from an environment where a language other than English is dominant and has had a
significant impact on the individual’s level of English proficiency. These issues may
2

create difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding English which may be
sufficient to deny the individual the ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where
the language of instruction is English, or the ability to participate fully in society. ELLs
are a broad and diverse sub-group that have typically been lumped into the same category
in spite of their striking diversity.
ELLs are either first generation immigrants (foreign-born) or American-born
children of immigrants who speak a language other than English at home. The literature
generally describes American-born children of immigrants as Generation 1.5 (Harklau,
1993). Other first generation ELL students include those whose parents migrated to the
U.S. through the U.S. Diversity lottery process or as refugee children who have never
attended school and enter U.S. schools in the upper grades (Olsen, 2010). Other ELLs
enter the U.S. seeking asylum, while others are admitted into the U.S. to reunite with
their families. International students also form another category of ELL students who
come to the U.S. with either a J-1 or F-1 visa to study.
Second generation ELLs are children born in the U.S. but who still maintain many
of the cultural norms, values, language, beliefs and practices of their parent’s homeland.
According to Calderon, Slavin and Sanchez (2011), schools classify second-generation
immigrant children who by definition are native-born U.S. citizens as long-term English
learners. Another group of second generation English learners are children of migrant
workers mainly U.S. born but who lack proficiency in English because their education is
interrupted as their parents follow the crops from state- to- state. These students vacillate
between upholding their cultural practices, behaviors and belief systems but also integrate
into the new country (Forrest, 2006). Another subset of ELL students worth noting are
3

children with undocumented parents. Undocumented status is associated with someone
who is in the U.S. illegally – some overstay their visas while others illegally crossed the
northern or southern borders. These immigrants come from all nationalities and today it is
estimated that 5.2 million children in the U.S. reside with at least one undocumented
immigrant parent. These children constitute nearly one-third of all ELL children and
about eight percent of all U.S. born children (Passel, Cohn, Krogstad, & GonzalezBarrera, 2014).
Zong and Batalova (2016) suggest that in 2014, approximately 50 percent (20.9
million) of the 42.1 million immigrants ages five and older were not English proficient.
Among ELLs ages five and older, forty-four percent speak Spanish (the most
predominant non-English language spoken), six percent speak Chinese (including
Mandarin and Cantonese), five percent speak Hindi or related language, four percent
speak Filipino/Tagalog, three percent speak Vietnamese, three percent speak French or
Haitian Creole, and two percent speak Korean (Brown & Stepler, 2016). In the last three
decades (1980-2009) the proportion of non-native English speaking students in the
school-aged population (ages 5 to 17) has jumped from ten to twenty-one percent
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011, p.162).

How are ELLs different from Everyone Else?
Rodriguez and Cruz (2009) posit that ELL students disproportionately come from
lower-income backgrounds. If we use the 200 percent Federal Poverty Line (FPL)
threshold to represent low incomes, well over half of ELLs and their immigrant parents
live in low-income households (Child Trends, 2013). These poor immigrants are less
4

likely than the native-born poor to receive federal in-kind and antipoverty public benefits
such as TANF, SNAP, the EITC and Medicaid (Bitler & Hoynes, 2011; Ku & Bruen,
2013). As a result, they face challenges with limited economic resources, information
about preparing for and applying to college, and opportunities to complete college
preparatory curricula (Gandara & Contreras, 2009). .
As a subgroup, ELL students are faced with different sets of educational
challenges than non-ELL students. Gandara and Rumberger (2004) posit that ELL
students, as compared to non-ELL students, are more likely to be taught by teachers
without appropriate teaching credentials and with little classroom experience. Unlike
their English-speaking peers, ELL students also face the challenge of second language
acquisition and U.S. culture (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Moore & Redd, 2002). These
students must learn the academic content of the curriculum and face a host of inequitable
schooling conditions and measurement tools that are ill-equipped to assess their skills and
abilities (Gandara, Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly & Callahan, 2003).
ELL students begin school significantly behind their English speaking peers and
so require extra time and instruction from the very beginning of school to catch up
(Gandara & Rumberger, 2004). Because by definition ELL students do not have a strong
grasp of the English language, both learning and assessment are affected by their limited
English proficiency. For example, standardized achievement tests that have been
constructed for mainstream students, but which do not take into account the special needs
of English Learners, can provide a further challenge for these students and may not
provide a good indication of what these students know and can accomplish (Abedi,
2006a; Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004).
5

Ogbu (1987) asserts that both ELLs and other native-born minority children
appear to experience difficulties learning to read and to compute and adjust socially in
school, at least initially. However, his research seems to conclude that from a close
comparative analysis, ELL children in the public schools in the United States do not
manifest the kinds of attitudes and behaviors commonly found among native minority
children. Native minority children have greater difficulty crossing cultural boundaries
due to the oppositional nature of their cultural frame of reference and perceive the
cultural differences they encounter in schools as markers of identity thus equating school
with the learning of a white American cultural frame of reference and “acting white.” On
the other hand, ELLs endorse the rules and standard practices in schools as necessary,
desirable, and the frame of reference in evaluating their education is the quality of
education in their home land. Many believe that they are treated better in American
public schools and when they experience prejudice and discrimination, they appear to
respond in ways that do not discourage them from doing well in school. They place the
responsibility for doing well in school on themselves rather than the teachers or
administrators. As a community, ELL children are encouraged and guided to develop
good academic work habits and perseverance. Parents and other members of the
immigrant community develop techniques to communicate to their ELL children that
education is synonymous for getting ahead in the United States and that it is also a means
to overcome or reduce discrimination at school and in employment.
Rumbaut (1990) suggests that recent immigrant youth may be the highest
academic achievers. One interpretation of their academic success has focused on parental
valuation of education (Schneider & Lee, 1990; Sue & Okazaki, 1990) and the strength of
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family values and assets consistent with Yosso’s framework that promote educational
achievement and family cohesiveness. For example, South Asian ELL parents restricting
television watching during school nights and requiring their children to devote three
hours nightly to homework (Caplan, Choy & Whitmore, 1992).
Immigrant parents often sacrifice everything and defer their own pursuit of the
American dream in support of their children. These students express an optimism through
which they compare their lives in the U.S. to the circumstances their families left behind
(Bahena, 2014; Kao & Tienda, 1995, Ogbu, 1991). They possess intellectual and social
skills attained through communication experiences in multiple languages as well as high
aspirations for the future and often dream of possibilities beyond their present
circumstances, often without the means to attain those goals. ELLs and their families
often perceive themselves as resilient as they already have taken on the challenge of
moving to a new land and starting a new life faced with tremendous hardships (PEW
Hispanic Research Center, 2006). This belief in their abilities and skills to overcome
hardships, coupled with a strong sense of cultural values, and a supportive network of
extended family and friends forms the nucleus of the immigrant identity and self-concept
(Byrne, 1984). According to Kao and Tienda (1995), immigrant parents’ optimism about
their offspring’s socioeconomic prospects decisively influences educational outcomes.
The ability of ELLs and their families to leverage their cultural assets and achieve
academic and economic success undergirds Yosso’s theoretical framework of community
cultural wealth and serves as a guide for this research study.

7

How do ELLs Perform Academically?
ELL students have historically lagged behind their English proficient peers in all
content areas, particularly academic subjects that are high in English language demand.
The literature suggests that this performance gap is explained by many different factors
including parent education level and poverty (Abedi, Leon, & Mirocha, 2001). Calderon,
Slavin and Sanchez (2011) assert that though ELLs have strikingly diverse levels of
skills, in high school they are typically lumped together, with one teacher to address their
widely varying needs. For ELL students who arrived in the U.S. as young
children/adolescents, English language instruction has been part of their education and
instructional program through the school system. However, recent arrivals have not had
much time learning the English language. Wide and persistent achievement disparities
between these English learners and native English speaking students show clearly that
schools must address the language, literacy, and academic needs of English learners more
effectively. These gaps signal a need for increased teacher and staff preparation, wholeschool commitment to the English learner population, and home-school linkages and
collaborations (Ortiz & Artiles, 2010). According to Gandara and Hopkins (2010), ELL
students have lower academic performance and lower graduation rates than native white
students and have affected the nation’s overall educational attainment.
Other studies have found that it is not simply English proficiency per se, but other
factors often associated with ELLs, that cause these academic performance disparities
between ELLs and non-ELL students (Callahan, Wilkinson, Muller & Frisco, 2009).
ELLs are disproportionately more likely to be placed in low-level courses, resource-poor
urban schools with high student-to-teacher ratios, which in turn leads to low academic
8

achievement (Kanno & Harklau, 2012). According to the Education Longitudinal Study
of 2002, ELLs also experience low participation in advanced placement (AP) courses in
high school, goal displacement-substituting a 2-year degree for the Bachelors, take fewer
college entrance exams, and apply to college at a lower rate than the more linguistically
proficient students. These disparities may contribute to long-term inequality of
postsecondary access and not surprisingly, impact ELL’s likelihood of completing
college and ultimate success in life.
The large performance gap between ELL and non-ELL students, is linked to
many factors including parent education, poverty, the challenge of second language
acquisition, and inequity in opportunity to learn. These conditions establish a
substantially lower baseline score for ELL students. From the very beginning, ELL
students are at risk of failing. The process of developing new language skills is difficult
and takes time that otherwise could be spent on acquiring academic content. This process
also prevents ELLs from taking full advantage of instruction in English (Hakuta, Butler,
& Witt, 2000).
Although the federal government requires districts to provide services to English
learners, it offers states no policies to follow in identifying, assessing, placing, or
instructing them. States, therefore, vary widely in the policies and practices by which
they identify and assess English learners for placing within and exiting from instructional
programs (Pottinger, 1970). Research has shown that solid academic preparation in high
school is a key predictor of both access to post-secondary institutions and degree
attainment (Adelman, 1999b; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000). Lowered expectations by
teachers and administrators and lack of access into advanced placement courses in high
9

school means that these students are less likely to be exposed to the academic rigor and
the skills needed to persist in college.
However, most ELLs are able to overcome these challenges by tapping into their
community cultural wealth and excel academically and in their professional lives (Yosso,
2005). Yosso’s theory of community cultural wealth provides a rich framework from
which to analyze why some ELL students succeed in spite of the academic and cross
cultural challenges described above. This framework stems from the perspective that
communities of color are places with multiple strengths and various forms of cultural and
social capital such as aspirational, social, navigational, linguistic, familial and resistant
capital. Morris (2004) asserts that to transform education, it is important to identify and
document cultural wealth that empowers people of color to utilize assets already
abundant in their communities.
Theoretical Consideration
Given the increasing role that immigrants and their children play in American society and
the rapid population growth of this demographic subgroup, it is essential to recognize that
the academic needs of ELL students are different in comparison to mainstream students.
The literature seems to suggest that there are real differences between these groups of
students but no actual empirical evidence exists to support this assertion. The goal of this
study was to examine an actual data set to determine if these differences actually exist.
This study is grounded in Yosso’s (2005) theoretical framework of community cultural
wealth which offers a way of understanding the unique cultural assets of communities of
color such as ELLs that differentiate them from mainstream students. This framework
will increase our understanding of any differences through an examination of the six
10

forms of capital suggested by this theory. The framework will be further elaborated in
chapter 2.
ELL’s educational outcomes differ among ethnic groups (Schneider & Lee, 1990;
Kao, Tienda, & Schneider, 1996). Smith (2003) found that despite evidence of academic
progress across generations of Mexicans, the gap in educational attainment relative to
other racial groups and ethnic groups, particularly Whites and Asians, remains large.
Using data from the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, Erisman and
Looney (2007) found that Hispanic immigrants alone have disproportionately low fouryear and two-year college completion rates six year later upon entering college.
For ELL students, a strong sense of cultural identity, immigrant optimism, college
aspirations and linguistic diversity can serve as resources to promote their educational
attainment (Kao & Tienda, 1995). This notion of cultural wealth suggests that program
administrators may need to leverage the ELL’s community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005)
to provide targeted interventions and resources to better serve these students. Without
appropriate resources to academically prepare ELL students in K-12 and support their
postsecondary access and degree completion, we are likely not going to see significant
increases of ELLs advance to four-year institutions directly from high school.
Problem Statement
While ELLs as a sub-population experience some of the academic challenges
faced by native-born minorities, they differ from mainstream U.S. population. Existing
research literature alludes to differences between ELL and non-ELL college students.
These differences stem from factors such as English language proficiency, cultural
adaptation, low academic preparation, college completion, and anti-immigration climate.
11

The NSQ provides an actual data set that can be examined to see if ELL and non-ELL
students differ in terms of demographic variables, motivational factors and aspirational
characteristics. Utilizing the NSQ data, I will examine if these differences really exist.
The findings may suggest new approaches for supporting these different groups of
students.
Perna and Jones (2013) posit that there have been considerable gains in
enrollment and completion in post-secondary institutions across different demographic
groups and income levels over the past three decades. However, policy makers have paid
little attention to a relatively hidden aspect of the equity question: the hierarchical
arrangement of American higher educational institutions and the distribution of students
within that institutional system (Astin & Oseguera, 2004). In addition, a small but
growing body of research clearly shows that only the most accomplished ELLs manage
to reach four-year colleges and universities (Kanno & Harklau, 2012).
Kanno and Harklau (2012) suggest that one of the prominent issues faced by
ELLs is the need to have access to high-quality education and institutional supports to
prepare them for the rigor of college and facilitate their pathway to and through college.
This means that from K-12, these English language learners are at risk academically
which translates into low achievement in standardized testing, low college preparation,
low GPA and low cognitive development (Chudowsky, Kober, Gayler & Hamilton,
2002).
While dominant research literature on ELLs’ academic attainment focuses on
their linguistic challenges, Kanno and Varghese (2010) found that ELLs reported that
academic writing and reading challenges can be manageable. What they found much
12

harder to overcome were nonlinguistic barriers which caused many ELLs to eliminate
themselves from applying to four-year institutions, assuming that these colleges are
beyond their reach. College persistence and attainment data are not broken down by ELL
populations and it is likely, given their particular challenges, that they face even more
dismal outcomes. Some of these challenges include access to financial aid, federal grants,
and cultural attitudes about college debt and living on campus.
When it comes to the education of ELL students, researchers and educators focus
more on their high school graduation, and less on their college access and graduation
(Callahan & Gandara, 2004; Harklau, 1999). The literature on ELL students suggests that
they are more likely to study part-time and select commuting over living on campus,
characteristics that have been shown to be critical in completing a bachelor’s degree
(Perna & Jones, 2012). This reduces their ability to engage on campus and increases their
risk of dropping out (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeong, 2007). While the
research is slowly shifting to explore the college experiences of these students similar to
other traditionally underrepresented students, very little information is available on the
experiences of ELL students making a transition to postsecondary education, especially
to four-year institutions.
The recurring wave of xenophobia (Sirin & Fine, 2008) and other forms of
acculturative stress can place a psycho-social and emotional burden on immigrant
families (Suarez-Orozco, Bang, & Kim, 2010). These include: the negative media
coverage of immigrants (Massey, 2008), an increase in hate crimes against immigrants
(Leadership conference on civil rights Education fund, 2009), and exclusionary
legislation enacted at municipal, state and federal levels (Carter, Lawrence, & Morse,
13

2011). Against the backdrop of this current political and cultural climate, many ELL
students do not find a community of college peers with whom they can identify and feel
comfortable. They often report difficulty finding faculty members on campus that can
serve as mentors and members who have common interests or who are willing to engage
them (Locks, Hurtado, Bowman, & Oseguera, 2008). This anti-immigration climate also
has grave implications as it can embolden politicians to pass laws and implement policies
that further isolate ELLs and their families and deny them educational opportunities
based on legal status and eligibility for federal student aid.
As larger numbers of ELL students reach America’s schools, K-12 general
education teachers are discovering the need to learn how to teach these students.
Calderon, Slavin and Sanchez (2011) assert that the quality of instruction is what matters
most in educating English learners. English learners attend regular classes in a sink-orswim instructional situation, usually with teachers who are unprepared to teach them
(Ingersoll 2008). Historically, U.S. educational institutions were not set up to serve the
needs of individual students or special groups of students like ELLs. As a result, schools
contribute to the academic problems of minority children intentionally and
unintentionally because they operate according to the norms of the broader American
society and the communities in which they exist (Ogbu 1987). Structural gaps in the
educational system and the inability of ELL students to gain access and succeed within
the system is not simply a function of the student’s limitations but also a function of how
the system was set up and the services it still provides to a great majority of mainstream
students. The failure of school personnel to understand and respect minority children’s
culturally learned behaviors often results in conflicts that obstruct children’s adjustment
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and learning. Among the subtle mechanisms that have been found in such a situation is
the labeling of ELL students as having educational “handicaps” due to their limited
English proficiency.
An actual data set from a four-year institution provided an interesting context to
understand if these theorized differences between ELL and non-ELL students really exist
and if these differences impact the students’ academic outcome. For the purpose of this
study, ELLs included those who responded “No” to the survey question “Is English your
native language.” The English language proficiency of these students was not reflected in
the data. In addition, the data did not include International students on a visa. The
assumptions undergirding this study was that there were differences in how ELL students
and non-ELL students responded to an online survey administered to incoming freshmen
students (New Student Questionnaire or NSQ) and these differences impacted their
academic outcome. The following research questions guided this study.
Research Questions
1. Are there differences among ELL and Non-ELL college students as
determined by (a) demographics, (b) motivational and, (c) aspirational factors?
2. Are there differences between ELL and Non-ELL college students in GPA,
retention and graduation?
3. What factors predict academic achievement of ELL and Non-ELL students as
defined by cumulative GPA?
Significance of Study
Research by Baum, Ma, and Payea (2010) suggests that college enrollment rates
continue to vary based on race/ethnicity, family income, and other demographic
15

characteristics. Nonetheless, the gap in scholarly work on ELL’s college going
experiences, and the tendency to group together all ELL students can suggest that these
students have similar experiences and thought patterns. This thinking perpetuates a lack
of comprehensive knowledge about ELL’s ethnic backgrounds and educational
experiences in the U.S. and how their unique stories and values shape their college going
experiences.
The NSQ questionnaire is administered to in-coming ELLs and non-ELL students
during the summer. This practice by the university assumes similarity across its student
population. This is significant because it negates the potential role that ELL status could
play in college enrollment and completion. The study contributed to scholarly research
that examine the many factors influencing college attainment such as financial resources,
parental education, high school preparation and achievement, support from significant
others, and knowledge and information about college and financial aid (Perna & Kurban,
2013). Colleges and universities can also glean some insights from this study to
understand how to improve services and resources directed toward ELL students. College
administrators can gain a better understanding of the differences between ELL and nonELL students in their institutions. This can be very useful in shaping institutional policies
and practices that enhance ELL’s recruitment and retention. Colleges and universities
must do a better job of understanding the unique experiences and cultural assets of ELL
students and use that information to positively shape hiring practices, student recruitment
practices, student services, curriculum design, and the creation of university and
departmental goals.
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Furthermore, this study provided important lessons for educational policy makers
who stress that “a high level of shared education is essential to a free, democratic society
and to the fostering of a common culture” (National commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983, p.7). The movement to raise educational standards has made it clear that
the call for increased “competency over challenging subject matter” is intended in part to
“ensure that all students learn to use their minds well, so they may be prepared for
responsible citizenship” (National Education goals Panel, 1995, p.11).
This pursuit of equal treatment must take into consideration the need to expand
postsecondary access to ELL students and fully understand that college enrollment
processes and experiences are not universal but vary across groups, and as such, policy
interventions will not effectively close gaps in college attainment without recognizing the
culture and circumstances of particular groups (Perna & Kurban, 2013). In 2009, President
Obama laid out a bold and ambitious vision by setting a national goal to return the nation
to worldwide leadership in postsecondary educational attainment. Other organizations and
private foundations also joined the President’s call for a concerted effort to increase the
number of college graduates (Lumina Foundation, 2010; Southern Regional Education
Board 2010, College Board 2010). For such efforts to be successful, there must be adequate
consideration given to the growing number of ELL students.
It is clear that limiting postsecondary opportunities is inequitable, and inefficient
because the benefits do not all accrue to the individuals who participate but extends to
society as a whole. According to Baum and Flores (2011), people with a college degree
pay higher taxes and are less likely to depend on public support than those who do not.
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College graduates also stimulate economic growth through increased productivity, earn
higher wages and have broader career choices.
Definitions of Key Terms
I have provided below definitions of terms which may be unfamiliar to the reader
in this context. The definitions will assist in understanding the terminology used in this
study.
English Language Learner (ELL): An individual who was not born in the United States
or whose native language is a language other than English, who comes from an
environment where a language other than English is dominant and has had a significant
impact on the individual’s level of English proficiency; and whose difficulties in
speaking, reading, writing, or understanding English may be sufficient to deny the
individual the ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of
instruction is English, or the ability to participate fully in society (ESSA, Section
8101[20]).
First Generation College Student: Pacarella, Pierson, Terezini and Wolniak (2004)
define first generation college students as students from families where neither parent had
more than a high-school education.
Generation 1.5: The concept entered education through the fields of teaching English as
a Second Language (TESOL), composition, and high school language arts in the 1990s
(Roberge, 2009). Generation 1.5 often maintain characteristics of their parents’ home
country and their new country; however, home country characteristics are often the result
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of family and cultural/community influences. For some of the 1.5, their parents decided
to leave their homeland as refugees or as first-generation immigrants in America.
Socioeconomic Status (SES): Socioeconomic status (SES) is an economic and
sociological combined total measure of a person's work experience and of an individual's
or family's economic and social position in relation to others, based on income,
education, and occupation.
Social Capital: Derived mainly from the work of Bourdieu (1977, 1986) and Coleman
(1988), this concept focuses on the degree and quality of middle-class forms of social
support inherent in a young person’s interpersonal network. Social capital is a form of
capital that resides in relationships among individuals that facilitate the transaction and
transmission of different resources.
Cultural Capital: According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital represents the “degree
of ease and familiarity that one has with the ‘dominant’ culture of a society”
Acculturation: This is considered to be a broader construct encompassing a wide range
of behaviors, attitudes, and values that change with contact between cultures (Horenezyk,
Liebkind, Phinney & Vedder, 2001).
Ethnic identity: This is an aspect of acculturation that focuses on the subjective sense of
belonging to a group or culture (Phinney, 1990).
Immigrant Advantage: Many researchers argue that the immigrant advantage is a result
of the positive selection - that immigrants from all countries tend to have higher levels of
human capital and motivation than is typical in their countries of origin (Hirschman,
2001).
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Immigrant Optimism: This is another explanation for the immigrant advantage which
simply implies that immigrants to the United States have high expectations that serve as
psychological resources to overcome socioeconomic disadvantages (Kao & Tienda,
1995).

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This review aims to elaborate on scholarly research that focuses on the differences
between ELL and non-ELL students with regard to their preparation for, access to, and
persistence to degree completion in college. This review will also identify the paucity of
information in research literature relevant to empirical evidence of differences between
these two groups. In addition, I will present the theoretical framework of community
cultural wealth and highlight the tenets of this theoretical framework and relevant research
as a guide to broaden our understanding of ELLs and the factors that impact their
educational trajectory.
For the purpose of this literature review, international students and students from
English speaking countries who may not identify as non-native speakers of English have
been excluded from this review and analysis. The focus is more broadly on ELL students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds (SES).
According to the Pew Research Center, the U.S. educational system can expect a
significant increase in immigrant students in the years to come. Pew researchers Passel
and Cohn (2008) claim that nearly one in five Americans (19%) will be an immigrant in
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2050, compared with one in eight (12%) in 2005. ELL students make up such a broad
range of racial, cultural, and class heterogeneity that it is difficult to examine issues of
postsecondary access, equity, and success based on the ELL variable alone (Kanno &
Cromley, 2011). Scholarly research points to several factors that impact ELL’s academic
achievement ranging from individual factors, financial barriers, familial factors,
structural/institutional factors and societal factors.

Several Factors Affect ELLs’ Academic Achievement
Individual Factors:
Baum and Flores (2011) posit that immigrants who arrive in the United States
between the ages of thirteen and nineteen have the lowest levels of educational attainment
because they have a difficult time learning the language and internalizing the norms of
American society. This means that from K-12, these English Language Learners are at risk
academically which translates into low achievement in standardized testing, low college
preparation, low GPA and low cognitive development (Chudowsky, Gayler, Hamilton, &
Kober, 2002: Solorzano, 2008; Velenzuela et al., 2006). Most ELLs are also the first in
their families to go to college. If ELL students enter college, they are most likely to enter
community colleges (Teranishi & Suarez-Orozco, 2011). For ELLs, the lack of English
language skill and the challenge of developing the English academic language and literacy
skills necessary to perform at grade level is a protracted process (Cummins, 1981; Hakuta,
Butler, & Witt, 2000). Kanno and Harklau (2012) point out that ELLs tend to be at a distinct
disadvantage with respect to basic knowledge about postsecondary education because most
of them are not proficient in English and they come from families with no college
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background or familiarity with the American higher education environment. ELLs face the
double challenge of learning English while simultaneously keeping up with increasing
academic demands as they progress through K-12 institutions and into college. Partly to
avoid ridicule (which may extend to one's family), criticism, and isolation, high achieving
ELLs tend to utilize strategies that enhance their chances to succeed in school. Some of
these strategies as delineated by Farrington, Roderick, Allensworth, Nagaoka, Keyes,
Johnson & Beechum, (2012) are not unique to ELL students. They include, but are not
limited to regular class attendance, good study habits outside of class, being prepared for
class, completing school assignments on time and study groups/collaboration.
For many ELL students, their ability to express pride in their native language
grounded in their cultural identity can be a great source of motivation and achievement
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). ELL students are also interested in maintaining
connections to their family and cultural heritage which impacts their sense of personal
and collective agency, (Espinoza, Fanning, Herrera, Holmes, & Morales, 2012). An
erosion of this value and source of personal strength for ELL students affects their self confidence and ability to persist in college.
As newcomers, ELLs are optimistic, determined and resilient and along with their
parents, expect high achievement in the educational, economic, and political institutions
that provide access to opportunity. The immigration process includes leaving one’s
homeland and relocating to another country. It entails loss of previous support systems,
changes in perceptions as well as the demands to adapt into the new culture. During this
process of acculturation, the immigrant undergoes a redefinition of the self. Wong-Reiger
(1984) describes three processes that are activated by the immigrant’s encounter with the
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new culture: Learning the new cultural norms, learning new behaviors, consistent with
these norms, and adjusting to these new behaviors. While this process may act as a source
of psychological difficulties, academically successful ELL students navigate these
complexities by being rooted in a sense of identity and optimism about who they are from
their homeland and seem to retain this different but non-oppositional social identity at
least during the first generation (Ogbu, 1992).
Financial Factors:
According to Kanno and Harklau (2012) financial barriers also play a key role in
ELL’s educational progress. Students from low SES with family obligations are most likely
to find it difficult to piece together adequate funds without working excessive hours that
interfere with their studies (Baum & Flores, 2011). In addition, ELLs are often encouraged
by their families to work and support their families while in college. Turley (2006) found
this practice to be especially true for Mexican immigrants. In addition, because these
students and their families tend to be unfamiliar with the U.S. higher education system,
Espenshade, Lynch and Zajacova, (2005) found that ELLs overlook significant differences
among institutions and base their choices on cost and location, not on quality measures.
Familial Factors:
Most ELLs and their families voluntarily immigrated to the United States in search
of a better life. As a result, ELLs face pressure to succeed. The parents of ELL students are
less likely to have a network of friends and family members that are very knowledgeable
about the U.S. higher education system and consequently, ELLs are more likely to enter
college with a lower stock of cultural and social capital than their native-born peers
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(Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). Nonetheless, parental expectations of children are high
and immigrant households are more likely to have rules about grades and homework which
makes ELL youth aware that their scholastic responsibilities take precedence over other
activities (Caplan, Choy & Whitmore, 1992). In addition, there is a collective orientation
toward making good grades in school and there also appear to be social pressures from
community and extended family to promote striving for school success.
While much of the difference in college attainment can be explained by parental
income and education, researchers (Fernandez-Kelly, Haller & Portes,, 2009) found that a
strong parental figure, a strong sense of responsibility about education, and attachment to
cultural identity and traditions increase the probability of success for young people from
groups with otherwise low success rates. To influence ELLs educational outcomes,
immigrant communities appears to use both tangible and symbolic means to encourage
school striving. While successful members of the group may live outside the ethnic
neighborhood, they tend to maintain social membership there and participate in activities
in which they mix informally with the residents. They thus provide concrete evidence to
the ELL youth both that they can utilize resources within their community to succeed and
still remain bona fide members of the community in spite of their success.
Motivational Factors
Early theories of motivation originated from Darwin’s theory of evolution in biology and
Helmholz’s law of the conservation of energy in physics, two ideas that led to the
conceptualization of living organisms as types of machines, with motivation as the
energy that fuels the machine (Weiner, 1990). Research studies indicate that Teachers
can often identify highly motivated students who engage in tasks with intensity and
24

feeling, whereas unmotivated students procrastinate and indicate in other ways that they
would rather do something else (Durik & Harackiewicz, 2007). Three theoretical
frameworks can be used to explore the factors impacting ELLs’ academic motivation: the
task- specific values framework of motivation, expectancy value model of achievement
motivation and self-determination theory (SDT).
Motivational theorists, Eccles and Wigfield (2002), define task-specific values
with respect to the qualities of different tasks and how those qualities influence the
individual’s desire to do the task; hence the term task value. They proposed four major
components of achievement task values: 1.) attainment value or importance – which
concern engaging in activities because they are important to individuals for attaining their
goals and are consistent with students’ identities; 2.) intrinsic/interest value- which
refers to the enjoyment one gains from doing the task. 3.) Utility value or usefulness of
the task - refers to how a task fits into an individual’s future plans, for instance, taking a
math class to fulfill a requirement for a science degree. In certain respects utility value is
similar to extrinsic motivation external rewards), and 4.) Cost - refers to what the
individual has to give up to do a task (e.g., Do I do my math homework or call my
friend?), as well as the anticipated effort one will need to put into task completion.
Expectancy-Value model of achievement motivation is based in a personality
characteristic that manifests as a dispositional need to improve and perform well
according to a certain standard of excellence (Atkinson, Clark & Lowell & McClelland,
1953). Based on this model, expectancies and values are influenced by beliefs such as
perceptions of competence, perceptions of the difficulty of different tasks, memories of
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different achievement-related events, individuals’ goals and self-schema, along with
individuals’ perceptions of significant others’ attitudes, expectations and approval.
Self-determination theorists (Deci & Ryan, 1985) explicitly assert that humans are
motivated by three basic psychological needs: for competence, relatedness, and
autonomy. The need for competence is also called effectance motivation (White (1959),
the need for relatedness refers to people’s need to belong and feel accepted by others, and
the need for autonomy refers to people’s need to feel self-determined- to be the source of
their own action (deChamps, 1968). According to these researchers, when these three
needs are fully satisfied, engagement in action is intrinsically motivated and when one or
more need is unsatisfied, engagement is likely to be extrinsically motivated.
These motivational constructs have implications for ELL College students’
academic performance and retention. As stated earlier, the high valuation of education
promoted by immigrant parents influences the academic aspirations of ELL students.
Immigrant families perceive their future well-being in American society as inextricably
linked to their ability to succeed academically. The expectations of significant others,
coupled with the perceived value of education by ELLs can affect ELLs’ motivation and
academic performance. As non-native speakers of English, their experiences as outsiders
can undermine their sense of belonging and connectedness to the educational institution.
Studies indicate that the limited number of minority faculty and administrators on college
campuses often prevent ELL students from feeling connected to the institution and
receive support from individuals who can personally relate to their unique struggles
(Choi, Rogers, & Werth, 2009; Hirashima, 2007; Otsuki, 2003; Sheu & Sedlacek, 2002).
According to Pascarella and Terenzini, (2005), compared to their native-English speaking
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peers, these students’ level of motivation and self-determination can be negatively
affected and can lead to feelings of isolation and, less involvement on campus which can
result in decreased academic performance both in and out of the classroom. While
striving to fulfill their goal of a college degree, ELL students’ motivation might be
dampened when confronted with increased workload and rigorous academic content
inconsistent with their high school preparation (Suzuki, 2002). In addition, the lofty
expectations of others might force ELLs to rethink their goal which may no longer seem
feasible because of a lower sense of belonging - especially if they are the only ELL
student in the class.
Nonetheless, ELL college students are well poised to overcome the challenges
mentioned above by leveraging their family values of hard work, resilience, cultural
capital, linguistic diversity and high aspirations to maintain a high level of motivation
consistent with the community cultural wealth framework (Yosso, 2005).
A robust body of scholarship in the area of stereotype threat (Steele, 1997), has
demonstrated how stigmatizing experiences based on race/ethnicity, gender, social class
serve as “identity threats” that may undermine students’ academic task performance and
motivation.. Such experiences are consistently documented among racial/ethnic minority
students and women in STEM (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 20115). Repeated threats are said to lead to students disconnecting with the
academic domain. While the research is unclear about how this impacts specific ELL
groups, Ogbu (1991) suggests that ELL students are generally considered voluntary
immigrants and their strong valuation of education motivates them, to develop creative
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ways to overcome the challenges they face rather than serve as opposition to these
challenges and cultural differences.

Aspirational Factors

Several conceptual frameworks have explored the determinants of academic
aspirations (desire to achieve higher educational goals) by ELL and non-ELL students.
This is supported by extensive sociological research studies that highlight educational
aspirations as an important predictor of eventual attainment and shows that parents’
aspirations have direct and mediating effects on children’s levels of academic attainment
(Blau and Duncan, 1967; Sewell and Hauser, 1972; Morgan, 1998). In addition, other
research studies on educational aspirations has shown that student expectations are
affected by personal attributes, prior school performance, demographics (such as family
income and parental education), the influence of significant others (such as family
members, teachers, and peers), and occupational aspirations (Cheng & Starks, 2002).
Other factors such as costs and benefits (Crouse, Jencks, & Mueser, 1983) presume that
the effect of aspirations on future behavior would disappear if costs and benefits of
educational performance could be measured directly. This conception is a mere economic
evaluation of individuals’ current circumstances. Several studies have shown that Asian
students have higher educational aspirations than White students when socioeconomic
status (SES) is held constant (Caplan, Choy, & Whitmore, 1992; Sue & Okazaki, 1990),
and data on Hispanic students is mixed (Centra, 1980), although studies show that setting
educational goals early has been shown to positively affect retention for Hispanic
students (Nora, 1990).
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In addition, comparisons of Asian and Hispanic students with high educational
aspirations have suggested that the foreign-born effect is greater for Asians because of
their initially higher levels of education and the greater physical and emotional
investments in the migration journey that the longer distance from their native countries
require (Qian & Blair, 1999). Research comparing native and foreign-born Asian students
has shown that the foreign-born have higher educational aspirations. These studies also
show the persistence of race and ethnic differences in aspirations in favor of minority
groups with slightly more than 70 percent of U.S. high schooled immigrants and 66.3
percent of foreign high schooled immigrants aspired to a 4-year degree or more,
compared to 65.8 percent of the natives and 65.1 percent of first-generation natives
(Quian & Blair, 1999; Kao & Tienda, 1995).
Most ELL youth are less likely to maintain high aspirations throughout high
school and postsecondary settings with the exception of Asian students. In a study
conducted by Kao and Tienda (1998), 84 percent of Asian females maintained their
aspirations to attend graduate school, while comparable figures are 67 percent of
Hispanics, 69 percent of blacks and 68 percent of Whites. Research literature identifies
two general theoretical approaches to academic aspiration namely: the status-attainment
framework (Barr & Dreeben, 1983) and the blocked opportunities framework (Ogbu,
1991; Gibson & Ogbu, 1991).
Status attainment framework
The status attainment framework assumes a drive to achieve and attempts to
account for variation in educational and occupational aspirations on the basis of
individual differences in social class membership. These researchers (Davies & Kandel,
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1981; Sewell & Shah, 1968a; Campbell, 1983). Alexander and Cook (1979), challenge
the core assumption of the status attainment model by conceiving academic aspirations as
a realistic evaluation of likely outcomes, given socioeconomic background. This
perspective has implications for race and ethnic variation in aspiration formation when
examining the socioeconomic inequalities among ELL and non-ELL youth.
The blocked opportunities framework
This framework examines race and ethnic differences in academic aspirations by
exploring structural and social barriers to educational and occupational success.
According to researchers, blocked opportunities can cause one group to overcompensate
by overachieving scholastically (Sue & Okazaki, 1990) while another group can become
skeptical about the value of educational success as a means of upward mobility (Gibson
& Ogbu, 1991). This model predicts that the educational aspirations of disadvantaged
youth such as non-ELLs are leveled by their everyday experiences in school, on the
street, at home (MacLeod, 1987), and because they do not expect educational success to
produce economic success (Ogbu, 1991).
As established in research literature, immigrants have higher aspirations for 4year college education than do native-born students (Kao & Tienda, 1995). However, in
spite of their stated desire, ELL students were more likely to apply directly to community
colleges upon graduation from high school that their non-ELL peers (Lareau, 1987;
Perna, 2000). Analysts suggests that this could be a combination of lower costs and
limited understanding of the differences between colleges and programs. ELL students
were more likely to enroll in a terminal program despite stating a plan to attend a 4-year
college. However, ELLs who transition to a 4-year college major in health-related, math
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and computer fields at twice the rate of native students given their relatively high scores
in math and other STEM related subjects (Chen, 2005). Research by Cheng and Starks
(2002); Farmer (1985); Solorzano (1991); Wilson and Wilson (1992), has shown that
ethnic minority students have higher educational aspirations than white students. This
premise is consistent with Yosso’s community cultural wealth conceptualization of
aspirational capital which refers to one’s ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the
future even in the face of real and perceived barriers.
Structural/institutional factors:
In K-12 institutions, ELL students tend to be tracked and placed in low-level
academic coursework while they are learning English (Kanno & Harklau, 2012). These
students are at risk academically without adequate support and resources to address their
individual academic needs. These students will likely end up with low test scores in
standardized tests, low high school GPA, and low cognitive development (Chudowsky,
Gayler, & Hamilton & Kober, 2002; Solorzano, 2008; Valenzuela et al., 2006). In
addition, research by Bennici and Strang (1995; Education Week, 2009), and Genesee
and Gandara (1999) point to low teacher expectations, and enrollment in resource-poor
schools. Other structural issues at K-12 institutions, such as high concentration of these
students in single under-resourced classrooms with high student-teacher ratios, also
create a negative learning experience for these students (Fry, 2008). High student-teacher
ratios prevent students from developing and nurturing positive relationships with faculty
professionals. The quality of student-faculty relationships appears to be an important
variable that affects a student’s academic motivation and is also a contributing factor in
preventing students from dropping out of college (Austin, 1977). ELL students’
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experiences in K-12 result in inadequate college preparation and exceptionally high
college dropout rates have been reported for these students (Bennici & Strang, 1995). A
lack of minority faculty in colleges also contribute to lack of mentors who can help these
students traverse and navigate the complex higher education system and improve the
institution’s understanding of ELL students (Bowman, Hurtado, Locks & Oseguera,
2008).
Societal factors:
Fry (2008), Orfield and Lee (2006) and Orfield (2014) posit that ELL youth are
over represented in highly segregated and impoverished urban settings with little contact
to mainstream, middle–class Americans. This means that these youth are served largely by
Title 1 schools and are thus profoundly influenced by the requirements set out in federal
and state policies. In addition to family socio economic status (SES), ELL students’
college going experiences vary based on differences in culture, local school, and
community structures and supports, economic and social conditions and public policies
(Perna & Thomas, 2006).
Societal factors such as current negative immigration rhetoric and legislative
policies to restrict financial support to ELLs can be impediments to college attainment.
Only those with legal permanent resident status and U.S. citizenship are eligible for
federal student aid, and much of that aid comes in the form of loans. Over the past
decade, a number of states have implemented policies that offer in-state college tuition to
out-of-state students who meet certain requirements, including graduating from an instate high school (Flores, 2010). These laws, however, do not resolve issues of legal
status, legal employment, or citizenship, nor do they make students eligible for the
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federal student aid. A comprehensive understanding of the college transition and
completion process of ELL students and how they differ from mainstream non-ELL
students includes an analysis of their precollege and post-secondary experiences.
Precollege Experiences of ELLs
As outlined above, the journey of ELL students into and through post-secondary
institutions is plagued with many difficulties. These students are often first-generation
college students who face challenges similar to those of first-generation native U.S. born
college students. According to research conducted by Cummins (1981) and Hakuta, Butler,
and Witt (2000), it can take four to seven years for ELLs to develop academic English
language skills. This means that ELLs that arrive in the U.S. at the beginning of middle
school may still be at a disadvantage linguistically compared to their monolingual Englishspeaking peers by the time they graduate from high school (Harklau, 1998). It is not
surprising that most ELLs do not catch up to their monolingual peers in English which in
turn prevents them from participating in college preparation classes in high school (Kanno
& Harklau, 2012).
According to Lenneberg (1967), the ability to adjust to the physiological demands
of verbal behavior quickly declines after puberty. The brain behaves as if it had become
set in its ways and primary basic language skills not acquired by that time, except for
articulation, usually remain deficient for life. In general, age at arrival, in conjunction
with time in the United States and level of education, are the most significant predictors
of the acquisition of English fluency among immigrants (Rumbaut, 2009). Research by
Bennici and Strang (1995) examined several factors in addition to linguistic barriers that
impact ELL’s college success which include: low teacher expectations, non-college
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educated parents, low SES, enrollment in poorly-resourced schools and lack of access to
advanced placement classes in high school. Research has also shown that solid academic
preparation in high school is a key predictor of postsecondary access and success
(Adelman, 2006; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001). Research by Conway (2010) reflects ELLs
better high school preparation in math and overall, studies have shown that both first and
second generation of immigrant youth earned higher grades and math scores and express
higher educational aspirations than children of native-born parents (Kao & Tienda, 1995).
As a result, ELL students are able to succeed and move on to college by tapping
into their social and cultural assets as theorized by Yosso’s (2005) community cultural
wealth framework which will be elaborated further in this chapter.
College Experiences of ELLs
As suggested in the scholarly literature, the evidence is reasonably clear that first
generation students as a group have a more difficult transition from secondary school to
college than their peers (Terenzini et al., 1996). Like other “first-generation” college
students, ELL students experience all the anxieties of dislocation and cultural isolation as
well as social and academic transitions (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Educational
discrimination founded on race, class and linguistic difference does not exist as a result of
judicial rulings such as Mendez vs. Westminster (1946), Brown vs. Board of Education
(1954), Lau vs. Nichols (1974), and Plyler vs. Doe (1982). However, it is argued that
educational policies and practices continue to marginalize first generation college
students and minority students at every level (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Macedo, 2006).
While the literature on ELL students’ college-going practices and experiences is
still limited, some researchers examining the experiences of U.S. born first-generation
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college students in postsecondary institutions indicate that compared to their peers, these
students tend to be at a complete disadvantage with respect to basic knowledge about
postsecondary education (e.g. costs and application process), level of family income and
support, educational degree expectations and plans, and academic preparation in high
school (Pacarella, Pierson, Terezini, & Wolniak 2004).
Existing data confirm that ELLs are more likely to pursue community colleges as a
point of entry into postsecondary education (Nunez & Sparks, 2012). They found that sixtyone percent of ELL students as opposed to fifty-six percent of native English speaking
students were enrolled in two-year colleges. In a more recent study, Kanno and Cromley
(2011) analyzed the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) and
reported that only eighteen percent of ELLs advanced to four-year institutions directly from
high school compared with forty-three percent of native English speaking students. This
study found that with regards to college graduation, only twelve percent of ELL students
attained bachelor’s degrees compared to thirty-two percent of native English speakers
within eight years of their high school graduation. The study also links low academic
preparation in high school to challenges in college access and retention. English
proficiency plays a key role in explaining the differences in these percentages.
Tinto’s (1993) research shows that ELL students tend to complete fewer first-year
credit hours, take fewer humanities and fine arts courses, study fewer hours, work more
hours, and be less involved in non-academic extracurricular activities on campus. This
could also be a function of the pressure that most ELLs face to work and support their
families. Tinto’s theory of educational departure which discusses the connections to
others on campus may provide insights on how to improve retention in minority students.
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The challenges of rejection and alienation ELLs face in navigating a place that is foreign
and often unwelcoming to students who are perceived to have “gaps” in academic
background rather than assets could provide an understanding for why ELLs are less
likely to enroll in four-year institutions.
Fuentes’s (2012) research examined the effect of university culture on
engagement and retention of ELL students. Research on the college experiences of these
students has mostly focused on socioeconomic class, English language proficiency,
gender, and race/ethnicity as factors affecting their academic and social progression
within educational institutions (Lee, 2005; Leki, 2007). As defined by Fuentes (2012),
institutional culture refers to a set of taken-for-granted beliefs, values, and assumptions. It
is an ideological system composed of continually competing visions and values that mark
people’s thinking within an educational institution. Based on my own personal
experiences as an ELL student, lack of a sense of belonging in college can lead to
avoidance of school resources such as tutorial centers, networking with professors,
campus engagement and can potentially lead to attrition.
As outlined above, the pre-college and college experiences of ELLs and the
challenges they face in accessing college and graduating at a comparable rate with native
English speaking students are very revealing. What this means is not only that the ways
of institutional life are encoded in the cultural capital and ethos of the dominant group,
but also that dominant group children begin learning the rules of institutional life in the
context of early socialization experiences within the home and community (ScantonSalazar, 1997). This reinforces the notion that colleges were not designed with minority
students in mind. As a result, success in society and educational attainment is contingent
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upon the social and cultural capital that is present within the dominant middle class in
society and communities that struggle within society are perceived to be lacking in social
and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). Yosso (2005) challenges such
deficit-informed research that often sees deprivation in communities of color and, the
negative theorizing of ELLs by scholarly research which negates their rich cultural
identity and assets that can be leveraged to support their educational and long-term
success. Yosso (2005) posited that low income communities have cultural capital that is
unrecognized by traditional cultural capital theory, which she calls community cultural
wealth. While research has asserted that the cultures of Students of Color can nurture and
empower them (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; Delgado Bernal, 2001), there is paucity in the
research on specific community cultural wealth dimensions that ELL students and their
families utilize to succeed in college.
Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Theory
Against the backdrop of scholarly research that focuses on remedying ELLs lack
of English and cultural/social capital, one looming question begs for answers: “How do
we account for the apparent evidence that some immigrant youth experience school
success and mobility with what appears to be minimal school and community-based
social capital?” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Contemporary work by cultural anthropologists
has shown how immigrant communities draw on cultural resources and ethnic identities
not readily accessible to other sectors of the community. These resources function in a
sense to immunize immigrants from the worst psychological effects of racism and
classism (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu, 1991). Some researchers have coined this the
“immigrant advantage” and refer to the idea that immigrants from all countries tend to
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have higher levels of human capital and motivation than is typical in their countries of
origin (Baum & Flores, 2011). Another explanation for the immigrant advantage is
immigrant optimism. Immigrants typically come to the United States with high
expectations that may serve as psychological resources to overcome socioeconomic
disadvantages. As Stanton-Salaza and Dornbusch (1995) argue, the heightened levels of
motivation and bicultural network orientation of ELLs make them the most likely
candidates for the accumulation of social capital within the school. ELLs tend to be
embedded in family and ethnic community support systems while they participate in
other worlds.
Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth theoretical framework which includes
familial and communal forms of capital is an adaptation of Bourdieu’s social and cultural
forms of capital to advance social and cultural capital for communities of color. The
central tenet of Yosso’s theoretical framework is that in order for education to serve a
larger purpose of struggle toward social and racial justice, schools must acknowledge the
multiple strengths of communities of color. This framework states that community
cultural wealth is an array of knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed and
utilized by communities of color to survive and resist macro and micro-forms of
oppression (Oliver & Shapiro, 1995). This framework also invokes a commitment to shift
the research lens away from a deficit view of communities of color as places full of
cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead focuses on and learns from the array of rich
cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially marginalized
groups that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged.
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This framework serves as a departure from negative theorizing that assumes that
students of color come to the classroom with cultural deficiencies and lack the social and
cultural capital required for social mobility (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Traditional
cultural capital theorists such as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that all
communities have social and cultural capital, but only the social and cultural capital that
is present in the dominant class is recognized and rewarded by institutions. This dominant
class represents the white middle class values, norms, habits and behaviors that are often
perceived as cultural and social assets according to power dynamics within the broader
society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Carter, 2003; O’Connor, Lewis, & Mueller, 2007;
Ogbu & Simons, 1998).
Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth theory is derived from Critical Race Theory
(CRT) (Crenshaw et al 1995; Solozarno, & Villalpando, 1998). The CRT lens criticizes
deficit thinking and theorizing which takes the position that minority students and
families are at fault for poor academic performance because: (a) students enter school
without the normative cultural knowledge and skills; and (b) parents neither value nor
support their child’s education. As a result, schooling efforts usually aim to fill up
supposedly passive students with forms of cultural knowledge deemed valuable by
dominant society (Garcia & Guerra, 2004). Daniel Solorzano (1997, 1998) identified five
tenets of CRT that can and should inform theory, research, policy, pedagogy and
curriculum: (a) the centrality of race, (b) challenge to dominant ideology, (c) commitment
to social justice, (d) centrality of experiential knowledge, and (e) an interdisciplinary
approach. CRT shifts the center of focus from notions of white, middle class culture to
the cultures of communities of color.
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The community cultural wealth conceptualization consists of six forms of capital
that communities of color use to nurture cultural wealth (Auerbach, 2001; Delgado
Bernal, 1997, 2001; Faulstich Orellana, 2003; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001;
Stanton-Salaza, 2001). These include: (i) Aspirational capital: This refers to one’s ability
to maintain hopes and dreams for the future even in the face of real and perceived
barriers. This resiliency is evidenced in those who allow themselves and their children to
dream of possibilities beyond their present circumstances, often without the objective
means to attain those goals; (ii) Linguistic capital: This refers to the intellectual and
social skills attained through communication experiences in more than one language and
/or style. This aspect of cultural wealth draws on over 35 years of research about the
value of bilingual education and emphasizes the connections between racialized cultural
history and language (Anzaldua, 1987; Cummins, 1986; Darder, 1991; Garcia & Baker,
1995; Gutierrez, 2002; Macedo & Bartolome, 1999). Linguistic capital reflects the ability
to communicate via visual art, music or poetry and, reflects the idea that Students of
Color arrive at school with multiple language and communication skills and have a rich
repertoire of storytelling skills that include memorization, attention to detail, dramatic
pauses, comedic timing, facial affect, vocal tone, volume, rhythm and rhyme; (iii)
Familial capital: This refers to cultural knowledge nurtured among familial (kin) that
carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition. This form of cultural
wealth engages a commitment to community well-being and expands the concept of
family to include a more broad understanding of kinship; (iv) Social capital: This can be
understood as networks of people and community resources that can provide both
instrumental and emotional support to navigate through society’s institutions.
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Historically, People of Color have utilized their social capital to attain education, legal
justice, employment and healthcare. Concha Delgado-Gaitan’s (2001) ethnographic
research with the Mexican immigrant community of Carpinteria, California further
confirms that families transcend the adversity in their daily lives by uniting with
supportive social networks; (v) Navigational capital: This refers to skills of maneuvering
through social institutions historically not created with communities of color in mind.
This form of capital thus acknowledges individual agency within institutional constraints,
but it also connects to social networks that facilitate community navigation through
places and spaces including schools, the job market and the health care and judicial
systems (Williams, 1997); and, (vi) Resistant capital: This refers to those knowledges
and skills fostered through oppositional behavior that challenges inequality and
grounded in the legacy of resistance to subordination exhibited by communities of color.
For example, even from within internment camps, Japanese communities resisted racism
by maintaining and nurturing various form of cultural wealth (Watatsuki Houston &
Houston, 1973).
Community Cultural Wealth Theory as it relates to ELL students?
This theory helps us think more deeply and clearly about ELL students and how
they differ socially and culturally from mainstream non-ELL students. While ELLs were
not the traditional population for whom this framework was based, it is important to
examine how most ELLs are able to navigate the challenges of acculturation, adjust
socially and perform academically (Ogbu, 1987) by leveraging the basic tenets of
community cultural wealth. ELLs do not perceive learning the attitudes and behaviors
required for school success as threatening their own culture, language, and identities.
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Instead, they interpret such learning (e.g., English) instrumentally and as additive, as
adding to what they already have (their own language), for use in the appropriate context
(Chung, 1992). They also believe that the learning will help them succeed in school and
later in the labor market.
While ELLs face challenges learning English and decoding the norms of
American society, they are able to consistently tap into the cultural wealth of aspirational,
linguistic, familial and social capital available within their ethnic communities.
Consistent high aspiration by immigrant parents for their children is a source of hope to
ELLs even in the face of perceived barriers and as Yosso stated, this form of capital
allows students to dream of possibilities beyond their present circumstances and develop
creative solutions to solve problems. ELLs also draw on their linguistic capital to
facilitate their academic success. Through communication experiences in multiple
languages, as well as listening and storytelling skills nurtured through oral traditions and
cultural rituals, these students gain “ multiple tools of ‘vocabulary, audience awareness,
cross-cultural awareness, “real-world” literacy skills, math skills, metalinguistic
awareness, teaching and tutorial skills, civic and familial responsibility[and] social
maturity’ (Yosso, 2005 p. 76). ELL’s linguistic capital is reinforced by immigrant parents
who retain strong ethnic ties and connections through community contact and the upkeep
of their native language. Scholarly research by Cummins (1981, 1986,) posit that when
second language is intended to replace the first language, it is predicted that the
acquisition of both languages will be undermined and may lead to social alienation and
lower academic achievement.
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In addition, a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition nurtured
through a broad understanding of kinship and a healthy connection to one’s community
and its resources serve to strengthen the bonds within the communities. During
community gatherings, parents and elderly community members also model lessons of
caring, coping, and provide knowledge which informs the emotional, moral, educational
and occupational consciousness of the immediate and extended family (Auerbach, 2001;
Elenes et al., 2001; Lopez, 2003, Reese, 1992). Furthermore, ELLs may draw on social
contacts and positive interactions with peers, classmates, teachers and others within the
community for help in completing class assignments, applying for college scholarship
and navigating educational and employment systems. The social networks formed by
ELLs and their families help them transcend the challenges of daily life and reassure
them that they are not alone in the process of pursuing higher education (Delgado Gaitan,
2001). While social capital theorists like Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) espouse a
framework that views communities of color as disadvantaged and devoid of cultural
assets, community cultural wealth conceptualization proposes an asset-based orientation
that embraces the cultural assets of communities of color as a source of strength, survival
and persistence (Yosso, 2005). More still needs to be done to combat institutional
structures and practices that limit the ability of minority students from accessing
academic resources, exercising agency and developing trusting relationship with
institutional agents (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).
Other studies have demonstrated that ELLs do in fact differ on these forms of
capital from non-ELL communities. Ogbu (1982) posits that immigrants such as the
Punjabi Indians in Valley side, California, spoke Punjabi, practiced Sikh, Hindu, or
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Moslem religion, had arranged marriages, and males wore turbans before they came to
the United States, where they continued these beliefs and practices to some extent. The
Punjabis also differed from the white people in the way they raised their children and
trained them to make decisions. However, in spite of these differences, Punjabi
immigrants are by and large very successful in school. Despite their cultural differences,
these Punjabi immigrants were able to leverage their community cultural wealth rooted in
their beliefs, sense of community and high aspirations to successfully navigate through
institutions not created with communities of color in mind. Another study by Caplan,
Choy, and Whitmore (1992) showed that many Southeast Asian refugee students devoted
three hours nightly to homework, and that television watching was strictly limited. Older
siblings were required to tutor their younger siblings, with the result that older youth also
benefited from reviewing school materials. This practice is aligned with the dimension of
familial capital described in the Community Cultural Wealth theory in which Yosso
(2005) refers to familial capital as a form of cultural wealth. This fosters a consciousness
within and between families as they connect with others around common issues and
realize they are not alone in dealing with their problems (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001).
This theoretical framework was useful in this study in that it provided a
mechanism for examining how ELL college students differ from non-ELL students and
the cultural assets they possess despite the negative theorizing about their limited English
proficiency and lack of white middle class values. It also provided an empowering
foundation for analyzing ELL’s college experiences and acknowledges the inextricable
layers of racialized subordination based on gender, class, immigration status, surname,
phenotype, accent and sexuality on college attainment. A major focus of this study was to
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determine if there is empirical evidence that supports these theoretical differences
between ELL and non-ELL students. In addition, I examined what differences matter in
terms of their academic outcome. The constructs outlined within this theoretical
framework were useful in examining ELLs’ responses to the NSQ questionnaire in three
ways: (a) provide an understanding of how ELLs construct their beliefs about their ability
to sustain high levels of achievement, despite the presence of stressful conditions, (b)
provide a mechanism for analyzing the college going experiences of ELLs, and how they
differ from other students, and (c) identifying the gaps in existing research on this topic.
The idea of focusing on the different forms of capital that ELLs bring both in and
outside the school environment supports an in-depth and broad look at the process by
which students and institutional dynamics come into play in shaping how students
exercise their sense of agency and will, to determine their own fate about postsecondary
pursuits and experiences. Specifically, through the examination of the cultural and
linguistic assets that ELLs bring to the educational experience, this study sought to
explore the ways in which the college success of ELLs are explained through
unrecognized forms of capital embedded within their immigrant communities.
Researchers who find that immigrants as well as their children attain high academic
levels and success in society often attribute their success to these forms of community
cultural wealth. It is also important to note that there is a significant gap in the literature
with regard to which of the six aspects of capital outlined within the community cultural
wealth framework contributes significantly to the college success and persistence of
ELLs.
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This study was an attempt to contribute to this body of research by examining
actual data from a four-year institution on ELL and non-ELL students enrolled at a fouryear institution. This was an interesting context to look at an actual data set that provided
concrete evidence to support or refute these differences. Using the data derived from the
new student questionnaire, I examined the response pattern of ELL and non-ELL students
to ascertain any differences and how these differences if any, affected the students’
academic outcome.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
This study represents a secondary analysis of existing admissions data collected
from freshmen students by a four-year college. This section describes the data and
analytic procedures for carrying out the proposed study, outlining the context and steps
necessary to answer the study’s research questions stated below:
1. Are there differences among ELL and non-ELL college students as
determined by (a) demographics, (b) motivational and, (c) aspirational factors?
2. Are there differences between ELL and non-ELL college students in GPA,
retention and graduation?
3. What factors predict academic achievement of ELL and non-ELL students as
defined by cumulative GPA?
As I addressed these questions, I paid close attention to demographics, motivational
and aspirational characteristics and, academic achievement of ELL and non-ELL
students. The data was procured from a university-wide New Student Questionnaire
(NSQ) as well as additional student background data from institutional research collected
through the college application process. The NSQ is administered in the summer to all
in-coming freshmen students and has about a 90 percent response rate. Transfer students
into the university do not complete the survey.

Study Participants
This study participants were the 2010/11 admissions cohort of enrolled freshmen
students. The NSQ survey contained information about their demographic and socio47

economic backgrounds, high school academic experience, reasons for choosing the
University, motivational and aspirational factors. The data from institutional research
contained information about high school GPA, high school rank, SAT scores, cumulative
college GPA, college retention and graduation. In the NSQ data set, there were 451 ELLs
and 3612 non-ELLs. These students comprise this study’s sample. In the NSQ data set,
being an ELL student was measured by the only question on the student survey that
assessed English language status using the question: “Is English your native language?”
If the student answered “Yes” they were coded as non- English language learner (nonELL) and if they answered “No” they were coded as English language learners (ELL).
This was an important consideration since there were no indicators of the student’s
proficiency in English. English language proficiency is a significant factor that makes a
difference in where ELLs enroll in college (Kanno & Cromley, 2010). Students checked
“Yes” or “No” indicating whether they were either a native speaker of English (non-ELL)
or a non-native speaker of English (ELL). A dichotomous variable was thus constructed
from responses to this question. It is important to note that international students were
excluded from this analysis. All data used in this study were self-reported.
Data Collection Strategy
The New Student Questionnaire (NSQ) is an 81 item online survey used to find out
information about the incoming class that may contribute toward college outcomes. It is a
part of the university’s risk model used to determine what students are at risk for
retention. It is also used to monitor trends in student characteristics, attitudes, selfconfidence, motivation and aspiration as students start at the university. Although there
are multiple sections of questions on the survey (NSQ survey is included in Appendix A),
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questions range from Yes/No responses to a Likert scale, where respondents can rank
their level of agreement with certain statements using 1 - 4 or 1 - 5. The NSQ survey is a
proprietary tool developed by the university and not a standardized survey instrument. It
is frequently updated by a committee comprised of administrators and faculty researchers
and to my knowledge, it has not been tested for external validity. To my knowledge, no
study had been conducted using this data to analyze the academic achievement of ELL
students at this institution. Several items on the questionnaire are not perfect
characterization of some of the variables used in this study but rather serve as proxies.
For example, family income is used as a proxy for socio-economic status and items such
as self-confidence, organizational skills, time management and, teachers’ perception are
used to gauge levels of student motivation. In addition, there are several questions that
serve as proxy for student aspirations. Of interest are questions based on the following
group of variables.
Demographic variables – these variables included the student’s age, English language
status, parental level of education, parental level of income, whether or not the student
was financially dependent or independent.
High school related variables - these included high school GPA, the student’s rank in
high school graduating class, number of years the student spent in high school studying
English, Mathematics and Foreign language and grades in each of these subjects.
Expected college average/GPA and number of hours the student plans to study per week.
Motivational variables – these included the extent to which the student rated their level of
agreement with certain statement that undergird their motivation: how they are perceived

49

by teachers, goal setting and follow through, study habits, time management,
organizational skills, self-confidence and independent decision-making.
Aspirational variables – these included students plans to engage in campus activities,
make close friends, work on a research project, take on leadership roles, work full-time or
part-time while attending college.
NSQ data and other background data were procured through the Office of
Institutional Research for 2010 freshmen student cohort via a formal request. IRB
approval was secured prior to the data request (please see Appendix E). Descriptive
statistics were calculated for all variables included in the study. The descriptive statistics
included, but were not limited to: demographics, aspiration, motivation, GPA, retention,
and graduation.
Procedure and Data Analysis Plan
This study used various statistical techniques to address the research questions. The
analyses are ANOVA, MANOVA, Chi Square, Correlations and Regression. The
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) PC-Windows version 25.0 was used to
conduct the analyses. The premise of the research questions can be stated as follows: If
ELLs’ motivations and aspirations as well as other demographic factors are different
from their peers (non-ELL students) do these differences affect their college outcomes? A
bivariate analysis examined whether significant differences were observed between ELL
and non-ELL students on the key survey characteristics mentioned earlier. Analysis of
variance (ANOVA), multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) and Chi Square were
used to analyze differences while Correlations and Regressions were used to determine
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the relationship between the criterion variables and the predictor variables. These
techniques provided a holistic picture of the phenomenon under investigation which in
this study is “English language status.”
Theoretical Framework and Research Methodology
Consistent with Yosso’s theoretical framework, the statistical methods used tested
the idea that it is meaningful to look at the differences between ELL and non-ELL
students. The theory suggests that communities of color such as ELLs are different based
on their forms capital and to test this, I examined the various items on the NSQ survey
data and differentiated ELL and non-ELL students based on their responses to the survey
items. Drawing on the key principles and tenets of the framework, the research examined
questions on the NSQ survey that capture the forms of capital theorized by Yosso (2005)
and provided an opportunity by which to examine the research questions. The
respondents were asked to indicate with a “Yes or No” in the NSQ survey (Q2) whether
English is their native language. Respondents also stated their level of agreement using a
Likert scale to statements such as “Most of my teachers considered me one of the harder
workers in their class,” (Q74), “I am self-confident,” ( Q78), “I prefer to be independent
of others in deciding what I want to do,”(Q81) “Work full time while attending college,”
(Q62), “ Get a high scholastic average while in college” (Q. 16), “ Receive
encouragement from family while in college, (Q68), “Get tutoring help in specific
courses, (Q69), “My family wanted me to go,”(Q31), “Advice and experience of family”
(Q54). These questions/statements align with Yosso’s description of the various forms of
capital such as aspirational, linguistic, navigational, familial, social and resistant capital
outlined in Chapter 2 of this study.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
This chapter presents the results comparing ELL students to non -ELL students in
a four-year institution as determined by key demographic, motivational and aspirational
characteristics. The study also examined differences between these two groups based on
academic achievement and determined the factors that were associated with their
academic achievement. In each case, if there is a significant difference, effect size is
reported. This is especially important in this case since the sample size is very large,
making statistical significance somewhat irrelevant. For chi square the effect size is
Cramer’s V. For correlation, the effect size is the correlation squared; for ANOVA it is
partial eta squared. The following benchmarks were used to interpret the effect size
metrics (Liebetrau, 1983):
Cramer’s V (Chi Square)
.01 to .05

No or negligible relationship

.06 to .10

Weak relationship

.11 to .15

Moderate relationship

.16 to .25

Strong relationship

.26 or higher Very strong relationship
Pearson Correlation (r2) and Partial eta squared:
.01

Small

.06

Medium

.13

Large

In the data set there are 451 ELL students and 3612 non-ELL Students.
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Research Question 1: Are there differences among native and non-native English
speaking college students as determined by (a) demographics, (b) motivational
factors and, (c) aspirational factors?
Descriptive statistics were calculated for all variables included in the study and group
mean differences were assessed using either a chi squared test or analysis of variance
(ANOVA) to estimate statistically significant differences among the two groups of
students on key variables such as race, parent education, socio economic status (SES),
scholastic aptitude test (SAT) and high school grade point average (GPA). The results are
grouped under demographic, motivational and aspirational factors. Results are
summarized below with additional Chi Square tables included in Appendix A.
Demographics
Table 4.1 shows that on the variable of race/ethnicity, 54.7% of the ELL students are
Asians which is the largest percentage in the sample. This is followed by 19.2% who are
White and 13.1% who consider themselves as “Other”. ELL Hispanic students make up
7% and African American ELL students comprise 6.15% of the sample. In the non-ELL
group, Whites make up the largest percentage with 71.9%, followed by African
Americans with 15.3% and Asian students with 6.4%. Hispanic non-ELL students make
up 3.3% and 3.1% of non-ELL students in the sample reported their race as other.
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Table 4.1.
Race/ethnicity: Differences between ELL and non-ELL students based on racial
backgrounds.
(Numbers and percents of student race/ethnicity)
ELL
Non- ELL
African American
26 (6.1%)
536 (15.3%)
Asian
234 (54.7%)
224 (6.4%)
Hispanic
30 (7.0%)
115 (3.3%)
Other
56 (13.1%)
107 (3.1%)
White
82 (19.2%)
2514 (71.9%)
Missing
23 (5.1%)
116 (3.2%)
Chi square = 1050.786, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .517
The differences were compared using a Pearson Chi Square; the result was statistically
significant with a “very strong” effect size (X2 (df =10) =1050.786, p = .000, V = .517).
There are significantly more Asian ELL students than students of any other minority
group.
Table 4.2 presents the results of descriptive statistics comparing ELL and non-ELL
students’ family income. More ELL students are in the lower income categories
compared to non-ELLs. Almost 75% (74.8%) of ELL students report a family income
under $59,999 (sum of the bottom three percentages) compared to 44.3% of non-ELL
students.
Table 4.2.
Family Income: Results of differences between ELL and non-ELL students based on
family income.
(Numbers and percents of student family income)
Less than 20,000
20,000 – 39,999
40,000 – 59,999
60,000 – 79,999
80,000 or more

ELL
93 (22.3%)
139 (33.3%)
80 (19.2%)
43 (10.3%)
62 (14.9%)
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Non –ELL
239 (7.2%)
475 (14.3%)
754 (22.8%)
690 (20.8%)
1156 (34.9%)

Chi Square = 244.418, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .256
The difference between the two groups was significant, with a “very strong” effect size:
X2 (df=5) = 244.418, p = .000, V= .256.
Additional analyses were conducted using chi square to compare parental education and
permanent home status for ELL and non-Ell students. Results indicated that: 1) 46.6% of
the ELLs’ fathers had a high school education or less, while only 31.9% of the non-ELLs
report the same; 2) 47.1% of the ELLs’ mothers had a high school education or less,
while only 24.2 of the non-ELLs’ report the same; 3) ELL students were likely to live in
the city of Philadelphia compared to non-ELL students. This difference is significant with
a strong effect size: X2 (df=4) = 210.468, p = .000, V = .228.
Overall, the demographic variables based on the sample data indicate that ELL students,
as compared to non-ELL students, were mostly Asian (54.7%) with low SES.
High School Related Variables
A number of analyses were computed to compare the two groups on variables related to
performance in high school. These analyses are reported in this section.
The means, standard deviations, significance level and partial eta squared results for SAT
scores and High School GPA are presented in Table 4.3. To simplify the presentation,
only the significance level for the ANOVA is presented in the table. Complete ANOVA
tables for these variables are contained in Appendix B.
Table 4.3.
ANOVA results for SAT and High School GPA showing significance and effect size
Mean ELL
SAT Verbal
Sat Math
SAT Writing

510.80
561.37
510.71

Mean Non
ELL
556.55
561.98
551.41
55

Sig.

Partial Eta Squared

.000
.900
.000

.038
.000
.026

High School GPA

3.49

3.38

.000

.008

As shown in Table 4.3, ELL students have significantly lower SAT Verbal and Writing
scores, but significantly higher high school GPAs. The difference in SAT Math is not
significant. The effect sizes for the three significant differences are small.
Table 4.4.
Grades in Math (numbers and percents)
A
B+
B
BC+ or lower

ELL
187 (41.6%)
127 (28.3%)
78 (17.4%)
29 (6.5%)
28 (6.2%)

Non ELL
987 (27.4%)
981 (27.2%)
887 (24.6%)
471 (13.1%)
277 (7.7%)

As shown in Table 4.4, the ELL students report obtaining higher grades in math in high
school as compared to the non-ELL students; the effect would be considered moderate
(X2 (df=4) = 52.235, p = .000; V = .114).
Aspirations
One of the goals of this research was to investigate whether ELL students differ in what
could be called academic aspirations. Since there is no direct measure of aspirations in
the data set, a measure was constructed using variables in the New Student Questionnaire
(NSQ) that align with research literature on academic aspiration (Campbell, 1983; Davies
& Kandel, 1981; Sewell, 1971; Sewell & Shah, 1968a). In the NSQ, students are asked
to indicate what they think they will do and what they think they will accomplish in
college. These variables seemed to be the best proxy available to gauge the level of
aspiration. A principal components analysis followed by a varimax rotation was
conducted on the variables from the NSQ. This produced four factors with eigenvalues
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over one which accounted for 56.7% of the variance. The rotated matrix is presented in
Table 4.5.
Table 4.5:
Rotated Component Matrix of the Aspirational Questions from the NSQ
NSQ Question
66: Make close friends
68: Receive encouragement from family
63: Join a social organization or club
69: Get tutoring in specific courses
67: Work with a professor on a research project
60:Participate in an honors program
16: Get a high scholastic average while in college
i61: Be a student leader
i59: Change major field of study
70: Transfer to another college before graduating
71: Take an on-line course
65: Need more than 4 years to complete degree
64: Play varsity/intercollegiate athletics
62: Work full time
72: Find a job after college in chosen field

1
.624
.623
.570
.554
.393
-.067
-.048
.335
.092
-.160
.085
-.005
.083
-.164
.173

2
.007
-.062
.340
-.135
.314
.752
.690
.603
-.151
.101
.033
-.181
.067
.268
-.024

3
-.058
-.087
.058
.121
-.038
.097
-.091
-.027
.694
.682
.491
.178
-.029
.180
-.388

My interpretation of the factors is that factor I represents social goals. All the items
within this factor seem to focus on interacting with others and depending on others to
realize the specific outcome. Factor II represents academic aspirations and focuses
entirely on individual responsibility. Factor III seems a negative factor representing
uncertainty. Factor IV is somewhat hard to interpret although it has some indications of
representing a lower socio-economic status. Factor scores were computed which were
then converted to T scores. A four group MANOVA was then computed to compare the
ELL and non-ELL students. The means and standard deviations for the four factors are
presented in Table 4.6.
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4
-.008
-.100
.000
.260
.269
-.065
-.031
.166
-.065
.067
.283
.591
.571
.444
.442

Table 4.6
Means and Standard Deviations for the Factors

ESLGROUP
Factor ELL
1
Non ELL
Total
Factor ELL
2
Non ELL
Total
Factor ELL
3
Non ELL
Total
Factor ELL
4
Non ELL
Total

Mean

Std.
Deviation

N

46.8549

11.62896

451

50.3927

9.70811

3612

50.0000

10.00000

4063

52.2492

10.18418

451

49.7192

9.94252

3612

50.0000

10.00000

4063

49.6605

10.80865

451

50.0424

9.89518

3612

50.0000

10.00000

4063

50.6073

11.27454

451

49.9242

9.82837

3612

50.0000

10.00000

4063

The MANOVA was statistically significant with a small effect size (Wilks’ Lambda =
.981, p = .000, partial eta squared = .019. The univariate results are presented in Table
4.7.
Table 4.7.
ANOVA Results for Factor Differences
Source
ELLGROUP

Mean Square
1
5018.099

F
50.796

Sig.
.000

Partial Eta
Squared
.012

Factor2

1

2566.385

25.821

.000

.006

Factor3

1

58.474

.585

.445

.000

Dependent Variable
Factor1

df

58

Factor4

1

187.113

1.872

.171

The above ANOVA results indicate that ELL students have significantly lower scores on
Factor 1 and significantly higher scores on Factor 2.There is no difference between ELL
and non-ELL students in Factors 3 and 4. Although the effect is small, the results indicate
that ELL students are less concerned with the social aspects of college, and more concerned
with goals that represent academic aspirations.
Table 4.8 presents the enrollment of students at the Russell Conwell Center and nonRussell Conwell Center. The Center served as a comprehensive academic and learning
center for students who needed remedial support to maximize their university experience,
achieve academic success, enhance or develop strong leadership skills and prepare for
their future careers.
Table 4.8.
Admission Type (number and percent admitted)
ELL
Russell Conwell
75 (16.7%)
Non Russell Conwell
376 (83.3%)
Chi square = 107.022, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .157

Non ELL
173 (4.8%)
3439 (95.2)

This variable has implications for student aspirations. It is interesting that more ELL
students in the sample data were admitted through the Russell Conwell Center.
Motivational Variables
The NSQ has a series of questions that are considered motivational in nature based on the
Expectancy-Value model of achievement motivation theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992,
2000, 2002). Data on these questions comparing the ELL and non-ELL students are
presented in Table 4.9. The table presents the means, standard deviations, ANOVA
results and effect size metrics for each of these questions.
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Table 4.9:
Results of Motivational Questions from the NSQ (5 = Strongly Agree; 1 = Strongly
Disagree)
NSQ Items
ELL

Non ELL

P

Partial
Eta
Squared

(74)Most of my teachers considered me
4.38
4.22
.001
.003
one of the harder workers in their class.
(75)I find it difficult to keep to a plan of
2.59
2.41
.011
.001
action in my school work.
(76)I enjoy studying and reading about
4.18
3.89
.000
.012
things on which I am working.
(77) I know how to manage my time well.
3.73
3.74
NS
.000
(78) I am self-confident
4.13
4.29
.000
.003
(79) My plans have frequently seemed so
full of difficulties that I have had to give
2.24
2.07
.000
.005
them up.
(80) I am organized and have good study
3.77
3.62
.004
.002
habits.
(81) I prefer to be independent of others in
4.04
4.06
NS
.000
deciding what I want to do.
The omnibus MANOVA was significant with a small effect size (Wilks’ Lambda = .978,
p = .000,
Table 4.9 indicates that ELLs agree more with the statement that most of their teachers
consider them one of the harder workers in their class. The results from the motivational
questions are somewhat contradictory. Specifically, while the ELL students report
stronger academic motivations, they report having more problems in keeping to a plan of
action and are less self-confident. The implications of these somewhat contradictory
perceptions will be explored in Chapter 5.
Additional ANOVA NSQ Results for ELL Motivation
In an effort to report all relevant aspects of the data, all of the remaining questions in the
NSQ were analyzed comparing the ELL and non-ELL students. These results are
presented in appendix D.
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Research Question 2: Are there differences between ELLs and non-ELLs in college
GPA, retention and graduation?
To answer this question, descriptive statistics were calculated and group mean differences
were assessed to ascertain if the two groups differ on GPA and retention. Table 4.10
depicts the results of the descriptive statistics for GPA for the first eight semesters
including the group mean, standard deviation and sample size (N).
Table 4.10
GPA for the first 8 semesters
Semesters
Group
Fall, 2010
NonELL
ELL
Total
Spring, 2011 NonELL
ELL
Total
Fall, 2011
NonELL
ELL
Total
Spring, 2012 NonELL
ELL
Total
Fall. 2012
NonELL
ELL
Total
Spring, 2013 NonELL
ELL
Total
Fall, 2013
NonELL
ELL
Total
Spring, 2014 NonELL
ELL
Total

Mean
3.1830
3.1545
3.1801
3.1767
3.1344
3.1723
3.1826
3.1426
3.1785
3.1925
3.1401
3.1870
3.2006
3.1472
3.1951
3.2128
3.1569
3.2070
3.2217
3.1674
3.2161
3.2365
3.1793
3.2306

Std.
Deviation
.49526
.54633
.50076
.44396
.46608
.44640
.42175
.42819
.42252
.40767
.42343
.40956
.40345
.42221
.40568
.39876
.41907
.40119
.39864
.41682
.40083
.39879
.41366
.40066
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N
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792
2503
289
2792

As shown in the table, the ELL students had a slightly lower GPA throughout starting
with the first semester GPA. A repeated measures ANOVA was computed (Group by
Semester) on the data. The main effect for Group, while significant, has a very small
effect size (partial eta squared = .015).
Figure 4.1 depicts the mean plot of differences in ELLs’ and non-ELLs’ GPA for the first
8 semesters.

Figure 4.1: Mean plot differences in ELL and non-ELL GPA for the first 8 semesters
As an additional analysis, the data reported in Table 4.10 were used in a repeated
measures ANOVA with family income used as a covariate. This analysis was conducted
to ascertain how much of the difference between the ELL and Non-ELL groups is due to
socioeconomic status. In this case, family income is used as a proxy for SES. The
difference between the two groups was again significant, but the effect size was reduced
from .015 to .008. Thus, about 50% of the variance is due to family income.
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Retention results for ELL and non-ELL students
Table 4.11 presents descriptive statistics for the first five years of retention for ELL and
non-ELLs that includes the yearly group mean, standard deviation and sample size (N).
Table 4.11:
Results for Retention for the first 5 years
Years

Retention, Year 1

Retention, Year 2

Retention, Year 3

Retention, Year 4

Retention, Year 5

Group
NonELL
ELL
Total
NonELL
ELL
Total
NonELL
ELL
Total
NonELL
ELL
Total
NonELL
ELL
Total

Mean
.99
.99
.99
.93
.96
.94
.86
.88
.86
.83
.85
.83
.78
.79
.78

Std.
Deviatio
n
.113
.082
.111
.252
.197
.247
.350
.327
.348
.375
.355
.373
.423
.410
.422

N
3832
446
4278
3832
446
4278
3832
446
4278
3832
446
4278
3832
446
4278

The results indicate that ELL students had a slightly higher retention compared to nonELL students. The main effect for Group, as before, was significant with a small effect
size (partial eta squared = .014). In this case, however, the ELL group has a higher
mean. The data are portrayed in Figure 4.2.
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Figure 4.2: Mean plot differences in ELL and non-ELL cumulative differences in
retention for the first 5 years.
As before, the data were re-analyzed using family income as a covariate. The effect size
was reduced from .014 to .003.
Table 4.12 presents a breakdown of the actual number of ELL and non-ELL students
retained by semester for six semesters.

Table 4.12
Additional Results for Retention by semester: (Number still retained)
Semester 1
Semester 2
Semester 3
Semester 4
Semester 5
Semester 6

ELL (451)
446
433
397
383
356
348
64

Non-ELL (3612)
3576
3359
3106
2998
2817
2737

The ELL group has a slightly better retention throughout all 6 semesters. While Table
4.11 shows group retention means for the five years, Table 4.12 presents numbers still
retained by semester for three years.
Graduation Results for ELL and non-ELL students
Table 4.13 presents a summary of the results for graduation rates. The sample is divided
into four groups: those who graduated in four years, five years, six years, and those who
had not graduated at the time the data were collected.
Table 4.13
Chi Square analysis (total/%)
Time to graduation
ELL
Graduated in Four Years
151 (47.3%)
Five Years
124 (38.9%)
Six Years
31 (9.7%)
Not Graduated
13 (4.1%)
Chi Square = 34.429, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .112

Non ELL
1508 (62.6%)
726 (30.1%)
135 (5.6%)
39 (1.6%)

The graduation results indicate that on a percentage basis, ELL students are more likely
to graduate in five or more years and non-ELL students are more likely to graduate
between four and five years. This difference is significant with a moderate effect size X2
(df=4) = 34.429, p = .000, V = .112.
Research Question 3: What factors predict academic achievement of ELL and nonELL students as defined by cumulative College GPA?
To answer this question, the traditional predictors of academic success (i.e., SAT scores
and High School GPA) along with the various aspirational and motivational variables in
the data were correlated with cumulative GPA. These correlations are presented in Table
4.14.
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Table 4.14
Correlations with Cumulative College GPA
Factors

ELL
Pearson r
.184
.227
.218
.329
-.007 (NS)
.157
-.022 (NS)

Non ELL
Squared/%
2%
.158
.089
0.7%
.243
5%
.371
13%
.103
1%
.097
0.94%
0.53%
.073

SAT Verbal
3%
SAT Math
5%
SAT Writing
4%
High School GPA
10%
Factor 1
Factor 2
2%
Total Motivation
Questions
The correlation squared (%) column indicates the percentage of variance accounted for
by the variable. All correlations are significant at the .01 level unless indicated otherwise.
As shown in Table 4.14, the variables that explain cumulative college GPA are basically
the same for both groups. Most factors had about 1-2% effect for ELLs and non-ELLs. A
few highlights include high school GPA which strongly predicts GPA for ELLs (10%)
and non-ELLs (13%). Also SAT Math which strongly predicts GPA for ELLs (5%)
compared to a 0.7% prediction for non-ELLs. In addition, Factor 2 (academic aspirations)
explains about 2% of cumulative college GPA for ELLs compared and only 0.94% for
non-ELLs. Additional results for correlations including all eight motivational items are
included in Appendix C. The results indicate that teachers’ perception of students
correlated positively with cumulative GPA. Teachers’ perception of students was
captured using item (74) on the NSQ questionnaire found in appendix E. To extend the
analysis, full scale multiple regressions were computed using the variables listed in Table
4.14. A list of the significant variables in the equation, in rank order, is presented in Table
4.15.
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Table 4.15:
Results of Full-Scale Multiple Regressions for Cumulative GPA
ELL Group
High School GPA
SAT Math
-

Predictor # 1
Predictor # 2
Predictor # 3
Predictor # 4

Non-ELL Group
High School GPA
SAT Writing
Factor 1
SAT Math

As shown in Table 4.15, the strongest predictor for both groups is the high school GPA.
The only additional significant predictor was the SAT Math test. For the non-ELL group,
SAT Writing and Factor 1 (the Social Factor), and SAT Math were significant predictors.
Some Analyses for Race
A series of additional analyses were conducted comparing the data for the various racial
groups represented in the sample. Table 4.16 presents the data for the SAT and High
School GPA for only the ELL students.
Table 4.16
Data by Race for the ELL students.

Group

SAT Verbal

Sat Math

Sat Writing

Mean
502.08
496.96
525.17
517.14
547.31
490.42
571.41
546.55
558.16
554.23
489.58
495.73
527.24

African American
Asian
Hispanic
Other
White
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Other
White
African American
Asian
Hispanic
67

Std.
Deviation
85.52
91.32
73.71
85.54
84.16
64.64
84.07
50.09
89.32
71.29
76.98
93.24
84.94

N
24
227
29
49
78
24
227
29
49
78
24
227
29

Other
White
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Other
White

High School
GPA

524.49
547.31
3.38
3.55
3.42
3.41
3.44

80.34
77.71
.35
.39
.43
.40
.35

49
78
25
234
29
55
81

The ANOVAs conducted on the variables in Table 4.17 were all significant at beyond the
.01 level. As shown in the table, the pattern of the results is somewhat complex especially
in regards to Asian students. Specifically, Asian students have the highest SAT Math and
High School GPA, but the lowest SAT Verbal scores.
The means and standard deviations for cumulative GPA by racial group are presented in
Table 4.17.
Table 4.17
Means and Standard Deviations for Cumulative GPA by Racial Group

Group
ELL
Group

Non- ELL
Group

Mean
2.81
3.01
3.12
2.89
3.09
2.73
2.99
2.86
2.95
3.03

African American
Asian
Hispanic
Other
White
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Other
White
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Std.
Deviation
.57
.64
.52
.88
.69
.78
.78
.75
.75
.73

N
26
236
31
64
84
536
224
115
115
2512

A graph of the data for cumulative GPA is presented in Figure 4.3.

Figure 4.3: Mean plot differences in ELL and non-ELL GPA for cumulative GPA by
Race

What seems most interesting about the data for cumulative GPA is the pattern for the
Hispanic students. As shown in Figure 4.3, these students have the highest GPA in the
ELL group, but next to the lowest for the Non-ELL group. Data for the first eight
semesters of GPA are presented in Figure 4.4 and 4.5.
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Figure 4.4: Mean plot differences in Non-ELL Students for GPA by Semester by Race

Figure 4.5: Mean plot differences in ELL Students for GPA by Semester by Race
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to investigate differences between ELL and nonELL students in a four-year institution as determined by key demographic, motivational
and aspirational characteristics. The study also examined differences between these two
groups that affect academic achievement and determined the factors that were associated
with their academic achievement. Using institutional data from a publicly funded fouryear university, the findings from this research shed light on each of the three research
questions. The major findings from this study were: 1) the majority of ELLs were Asian;
2) ELLs are more likely to choose college based on academic factors than social factors;
3) more ELLs live in the city than do non-ELLs; 4) more ELLs come from low-income
families than do non-ELLs; 5) standardized test scores and high school GPA account for
about twenty-two percent of cumulative college GPA for ELLs and about twenty percent
for non-ELLs; and 6) academic aspirations have a higher correlation with ELLs’
cumulative College GPA than they do for non-ELLs.

Key Findings
The majority of ELLs were Asian
ELL students in the sample were mostly Asian (54.7%). This is in line with
research literature that suggests that Asian students’ college enrollment is greater than
that of other minority subgroups (Perna & Titus, 2005). In addition, the concentration of
children of immigrants is higher among Asians. Research literature by Sue and Okazaki
(1990) suggests that Asian parents anticipating that their children will face occupational
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discrimination instill in their children the valuation of educational success. This finding
supports research literature that suggests Asian parents tend to have higher educational
aspirations for their children than do white parents (Fejgin, 1995; Goyette & Xie 1999;
Kao 1995; Ogbu 1978, 1991; Peng & Wright 1994), and Asian American students
generally perceive high aspirations from their teachers regarding their educational futures
(Wong, 1980). Studies show that Asian students face immense pressure from family
members and peers to be perfect and, as a result, are perceived by society as a “problemfree” minority group, often described as the “model-minority” (Lum, 2009; Maxwell,
2007; Museus, 2008; Museus & Chang, 2009; Museus & Kiang, 2009; Suyemoto, Kim,
Tanabe, Tawa & Day, 2009; Suzuki, 2002; Wing, 2007; Zhao & Qiu, 2009).
Studies conducted by Caplan, Choy and Whitmore (1992) and Sue and Okazaki
(1990) suggest that Asian students have higher educational aspirations than White
students when socioeconomic status (SES) is held constant and that Asian students are
more aware of the risks of educational failure than students in other minority groups
(Brown, Dornbusch & Steinberg, 1992). Asian ELLs also maintain high aspirations
throughout high school and tend to perform better in high school and on standardized
tests (Rouse & Barrow, 2006). Perhaps Asian ELLs who were accepted into the
university were those who possessed the types of human, economic and cultural capital
that are valued in the university’s selective enrollment process.
It should be mentioned that the preponderance of Asian students in this sample is
not necessarily characteristic of ELL students nation-wide. The specific institution where
the data were collected has an active recruitment process for Asian students which might
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account for their overrepresentation in this specific sample. This is a context that has to
be recognized in interpreting all of the results from the study.
ELLs are more likely to choose college based on academic factors than social factors
The findings reveal that ELL students had higher educational aspirations
compared to non-ELL students. The results from the factor analysis indicated that ELL
students in this sample were more inclined to academic rather than social factors when
making college decisions. They also reported a higher high school GPA and SAT Math
scores compared to non-ELL students. It is probable that ELLs’ higher academic
aspirations counteract the lack of on-campus support as well as other challenges of
integration that they might face. ELLs’ instrumental approach to choosing college may be
influenced by parental/family expectations and high valuation of education as the path to
a better future (Schneider & Lee, 1990).
More ELLs in this sample lived in the city
ELLs in this sample were significantly more likely to live in the city in which the
higher education institution was located compared to non-ELL students. The study also
revealed that there were significant racial and economic differences between ELL and
non-ELL students. This may be explained by the low family SES with almost 75% of
ELL students reported a family income under $59,999 compared to 44.3% of non-ELL
students. This is consistent with research literature that suggests that ELL students
disproportionately come from lower-income backgrounds (Rodriguez & Cruz, 2009).
This may also be due to close proximity to cultural networks and support systems in the
city on which ELLs and their families depend. In addition, more ELLs in this sample
came from households with low parental education; about 46% of fathers had a high
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school diploma or less and about 47% of mothers had a high school diploma or less
compared to 31% and 24% respectively for non-ELL students. This pairing of low
academic background and low SES can serve as additional barriers to ELLs and their
families and limit opportunities and access to resources outside of the city. Because a
significant proportion of the ELLs in this sample reported low SES status – as determined
by family income - and lived in the city, they were more likely to enroll in public schools
where academic counseling and support is not often available to assist these students
develop a realistic postsecondary plan of action and stick to it. This is particularly
challenging for ELL students who are first-generation college students and cannot rely on
parents and peers for college prep advice.
Academic factors have a higher correlation with ELLs’ College GPA
Academic factors such as SAT Math, ACT and high school GPA correlated
significantly with ELLs’ college GPA. The findings align with studies that suggest that
academic achievement such as high school GPA and standardized test scores are
important predictors of success in college, even for low-income students like ELLs
(Adelman, 1999). The findings also align with research literature that points to immigrant
parental valuation of education (Schneider & Lee, 1990, Sue & Okazaki, 1990), and
reflects ELLs better high school preparation in mathematics, an area in which ELL
students require less remediation and English language support (Conway, 2010).These
findings support Swail and Perna’s (2002) research that underscores the value of college
preparation courses in high school.
The results also indicated differences in educational outcomes across ELL racial
groups. Asian students in the sample had the highest SAT Math and high School GPA but
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the lowest SAT Verbal scores. Also, the Hispanic students had the highest GPA in the
ELL group, but next to the lowest for the non-ELL group. This difference can be
attributed to pre-immigration characteristics and experiences in addition to parental
income, education, peer and parent support (Baum & Flores, 2011). Overall, the findings
indicated that ELLs had a slightly lower college GPA throughout the time period for
which data were reviewed. As mentioned in Chapter 4, however, the difference, while
significant, was very small with an effect size less than .01.
Teachers’ perception of students correlated positively with cumulative GPA
The findings indicated a positive correlation between teachers’ perception of
ELLs as “harder workers” and their cumulative GPA. This perception of ELLs by their
teachers sends a powerful success signal that as Maehr (1974) discovered, highlights the
role of contexts and situations over that of personality in motivation and achievement.
According to Stanton-Salazar (1997), teachers serve as institutional agents and their
positive perception of students can lead to trusting relationships and a sense of belonging
within an institution especially for ELLs. Similar to the effect of parental high
expectations on ELLs, Asian students in particular perceive and are influenced by high
expectations from teachers in very much the same way (Cheng & Starks, 2002). Please
see appendix C for more details.
Academic aspirations had a higher correlation with ELLs cumulative College GPA
The correlation analysis indicated that academic aspirations were positively
correlated to cumulative college GPA for ELL students at a higher percentage than nonELL students. According to Quian and Blair (1999) and Hauser and Anderson (1991),
ability as measured by success on standardized test scores and school performance has
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been found to positively result in higher educational aspirations. With higher academic
aspirations, ELLs’ limited access into four-year institutions as reflected in the literature
may be a function of other factors such as poor secondary academic preparation and lack
of financial and on-campus support (Carter, 2005; Kanno & Harklau, 2012; Terenzini et
al., 1996, Tinto, 1993) and not necessarily a lack of high academic aspirations.
Theoretical Framework in Relation to Findings
Attempting to understand how ELL and non-ELL college students differ from
each other and the factors that influence their academic success, the study’s conceptual
framework draws on a community cultural wealth perspective that is multi-dimensional
(Yosso, 2005) and helps explicate the findings. ELLs’ higher high school GPAs, higher
academic aspirations and slightly higher college retention could be influenced by the
dimensions of community cultural wealth that ELLs draw upon to persist and achieve
their goals such as cultural and social networks, aspiration, cultural networks, diverse
linguistic abilities, and a legacy of resilience and survival (Concha Delgado-Gaitan’s,
2001; Cummins, 1986; Darder, 1991; Gutierrez, 2002; Macedo & Bartolome, 1999). This
is despite the anxieties of dislocation and cultural isolation faced by ELL students
(Stanton-Salazar, 1997) as well as their lack of basic knowledge about postsecondary
education. The community cultural wealth framework which provides an asset-based
approach for engaging with communities of color suggests that communities of color
utilize an array of cultural assets including knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts to
survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression (Oliver & Shapiro, 1995). The
motivation and bicultural network orientation of ELLs (Stanton-Salaza & Dornbusch,
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1995), their high academic aspirations (Krahn & Taylor, 2005), and willingness to work
harder are consistent with some of the findings.
Implications for Practice
These findings have great implications for four-year colleges in that they
suggest the importance to distinguish between ELL students as well as pay attention to
intra-group differences (Lee, 1996). The NSQ data lump ELL students together as one
homogenous group and findings may be misleading if generalized across all ELL student
populations, including international students. Given the predominantly Asian sub-group
of ELLs in this study, and their high SAT Math and high school GPA, these students are
often not viewed as an academically challenged group even with their lowest SAT Verbal
scores.
According to research literature by Centra (2016), annual double digit increases in
college enrollment that were common in the 1960s among college-aged U.S. born
populations have shrunk to the more typical 2-4 percent annual growth. Forecasted
enrollment declines in the next decade may cause colleges to rethink their sustainability
plans. New growth opportunities may exist in ELL populations, the fastest growing
student population in U.S. school today (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).
This consideration for long-term sustainability may require some adjustments in
admissions practices and deployment of tailored resources if there is a genuine interest in
diversifying the college student population and drawing from other ELL groups that are
the fastest growing in the U.S. such as the Hispanic ELL population. This may be
politically astute based on the location of the institution, public pressure from elected
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officials who depend on this growing voting block for reelection and to promote social
justice and racial equality.
While the literature may suggest that ELLs are at risk academically, the findings
didn’t show dramatic differences between ELLs and non-ELLs with respect to their
academic achievement. The overrepresentation of Asian students in the data set may be
masking some of the results of this study, especially given their higher high school GPA
and high SAT Math scores. Hispanic students also had the highest GPA in the ELL
group. Though ELLs’ overall college GPAs were lower, they were not drastically low
when compared to the non-ELL students. Also, there was a small difference in retention
and graduation but no significant differences were observed. Nonetheless, as a part of the
university’s risk model, there may be greater consideration given to the ethical
underpinnings of using “Race” as a variable in predicting academic outcomes.
As suggested in the results, ELL students chose college for academic rather than
social reasons. ELLs’ instrumental approach to college decision-making presents colleges
with opportunities for greater integration of ELLs and non-ELLs to underscore the
holistic and comprehensive value of college. This integration can be orchestrated through
institutional structures, policies and practices that create and reward cross-cultural
engagement. In my own experience as a first generation ELL student, navigating the
college-going process and keeping up with the requirements within my program of study
was overwhelming initially as I did not feel a sense of belonging to the institution and did
not have the skills and wherewithal to reach out to mainstream institutional agents.
In addition, this study shed some light on key factors that differentiated ELL
students from non-ELL students, as well as areas of opportunities for teachers,
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administrators and researchers to further explore this issue. ELLs were perceived more
positively by others and more negatively by themselves. They were considered harder
workers by their teachers but found it difficult to keep to a plan of action in their school
work and were likely to give up if they perceived their plans to be “so full of difficulties”.
This may reflect, in part, the challenges of integration that ELLs face and provide
opportunities for school authorities to draw on and affirm ELLs’ community cultural
wealth as a viable strategy to ensure access, equity and on-going support to ELL students.
It is also important to realize that motivation and aspiration are areas where universities,
administrators and teachers can influence and make a difference in the academic
experiences of ELL students. By leveraging the assets of ELL students, universities can
create more welcoming environments for all students. How universities create
environments that enhance motivation, how teachers nurture a positive image of their
students and how administrators tailor college recruitment, may be crucial for long-term
sustainability considering the growing demographic shifts and global interdependence.
These findings may also necessitate the need to design a separate questionnaire
for ELL students that asks specific questions about unique cultural characteristics that
may impact their college going experiences and outcomes and address institutional
practices that treat ELL students as a monolithic group.
Several campus constituencies might benefit from the results of this study
including those who work in pre-college preparation programs like Trio Programs that
provide services to ELL students in K-12 to support high school academic success and
post-secondary transition. Staff in these programs might be able to use the findings from
this study to highlight the potential benefit of SAT prep and other higher school
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completion services to prospective funders, immigrant integration advocates and policy
makers. Furthermore, colleges can leverage these findings to develop a comprehensive
evidence-based strategy that affirms the notion that student success is a longitudinal
process of movement through critical transitions with tailored support systems from
readiness to enrollment and achievement (Strayhorn, 2011).
Limitations and Future Research
The study was constrained by the results of the NSQ survey and background
information from Institutional Research. In addition the data sample was limited to a
sample of students who were admitted at the institution during the 2010/2011 academic
year. In this data set, there were 451 ELL students and 3612 non-ELL students. There
were 23 missing data in the ELL group and 116 missing data in the non-ELL group. The
survey was only administered in English and responses to the questionnaire were selfreported without any particular focus on demographic groups. Students who considered
themselves non-native English speakers may have faced translation challenges that could
have impacted their interpretation of the questions as well as their responses to the
questions. The survey did not provide the opportunity to capture more granular data to do
an intra-group comparison of each ELL ethnic group as well as glean more information
about what the ELL students felt about their college experiences and if they did what they
said they were going to do upon enrollment. Another limitation is the sole use of
secondary data from a public four-year university in the east coast region of the United
States. This reduces the generalizability of results and the findings may not be typical of
all ELLs at a national level. The predictor variables were limited to the data available and
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certain data points to examine the students’ sense of belonging at the university were not
available.
This study laid the groundwork for future research and offered the potential for
advancing theory. For example, the community cultural wealth theory posits that
communities of color draw on an array of other forms of capital to achieve success but no
empirical evidence exists on the impact of each cultural wealth dimension on ELLs
academic success. In other words, given Yosso’s (2005) six forms of capital that
communities of color use, it is unclear which dimension has the greatest impact in
predicting the academic success of ELL students or which combination of community
cultural capital makes a big difference in cumulative GPA, retention and graduation of
ELL students. Using “aspiration” as an example of one of the forms of cultural capital
espoused by this framework, the lack of statistically significant differences between ELLs
and non-ELLs on aspirational factors suggested that future research would be best served
by investigating each of the six forms of capital within the community cultural wealth
conceptualization. This is important to determine how each factor as well as a
combination of factors may impact various ethnic groups of ELLs and their college
achievement rate. This could be particularly useful given the paucity of research
literature on community cultural wealth for Asian populations.
Future research may also explore academic differences in ELL and non-ELL
students using other risk indicators such as age (non-traditional vs traditional students),
military status, workforce participation and even enrollment status (part-time vs fulltime). These are all data items on the NSQ and could expand the research on ELL and
non-ELL college students and their experiences.
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Despite these limitations, this study extended the literature and contributed to the
field in that it used an actual data set at a nationally recognized four-year institution to
examine the differences between ELL and non-ELL students and provided useful insights
and findings that will enhance my on-going work in this area.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A
ADDITIONAL DEMOGRAPHICS RESULTS FOR ELL AND NON-ELL
STUDENTS
Table 1: Father’s Education: Results of differences between ELL and non-ELL students
based on Father’s education.
ELL
Did not graduate HS
74 (16.8%)
Graduated HS
131 (29.8%)
Some College
65 14.8%)
Graduate College
99 (22.5%)
Postgraduate
71 (16.1%)
Chi square = 104.610, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .162

Non-ELL
174 (4.9%)
961 (27.0%)
648 (18.2%)
1089 (30.5%)
693 (19.4%)

On the variable of father’s education, the above table indicates that 29.8% of ELL report father’s
education as graduated high school, 22.5% of fathers graduated College and 16.8% of fathers
did not graduate high school. For the non-ELL students, 30.5% report father’s education as
graduated from X2 (df=4) = 104.610, p = .000, V=.162.

Table 2: Mother’s Education: Results of differences between ELL and non-ELL students
based on mother’s education
ELL
Did not graduate HS
86 (19.4%)
Graduated HS
123 (27.7%)
Some College
68 (15.3%)
Graduate College
123 (27.7%)
Postgraduate
44 (9.9%)
Chi square = 257.409, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .253

Non ELL
109 (3.0%)
760 (21.2%)
740 (20.6%)
1305 (36.3%)
677 (18.9%)

On the variable of mother’s education, the above table indicate that on a percentage basis,
27.7% of ELL students report mother’s education as graduated high school, 27.7% report
mother’s education as graduated college and another 19.4% report mother’s education as did
not graduate high school. For the non-ELL students, 36.3% report a mother’s education as
graduated college, 21.2% report mother’s education as graduated high school and 20.6% of non-
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ELL report mother’s education as having some college. This difference is significant with a strong
relationship: X2 (df=4) = 257.409, p = .000, V = .253.

Table 3: Permanent Home: Results of differences between ELL and non-ELL students
based on permanent home.
ELL
City of Philadelphia
170 (37.9%)
Suburban Philadelphia
125 (27.8%)
Pennsylvania
102 (22.7%)
United States
51 (11.4%)
Other Country
1 (.2%)
Chi square = 210.468, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .228

Non-ELL
462 (12.8%)
996 (27.6%)
1213 (33.6%)
932 (25.8%)
4 (.1%)

The above table indicates that on a percentage basis, ELL students are more likely to live in the
city of Philadelphia compared to non-ELL students who are more likely to live outside
Philadelphia, in Pennsylvania or other parts of the United States. There is very little difference in
the percentage of ELLs and non-ELLs who live in suburban Philadelphia. Overall, the difference
between ELLs who live in the city of Philadelphia and non-ELLs who live outside of the city is
significant with a very strong relationship: X2 (df=4) = 210.468, p = .000, V= .228.
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APPENDIX B
ADDITIONAL RESULTS FOR HIGH SCHOOL RELATED VARIABLES
Table 1: Approximate High School Average
ELL
A
224 (49.9%)
B+
136 (30.3%)
B
71 (15.8%)
B14 (3.1%)
C+ or lower
4 (.9%)
Chi square = 38.002, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .097

Non ELL
1265 (35.1%)
1362 (37.8%)
787 (21.9%)
155 (4.3%)
31 (.9%)

Consistent with the previous results, the data in Table 4.7 show that the ELL students had better
grades in high school. On a percentage basis, 49.9% of ELL students reported having “A” as an
approximate average compared to 35.1% of non-ELL students. The difference is significant with
a weak relationship based on the Chi square test, X2 (df=4) = 38.002, p = .000, V = .097.
Table 2: Scholastic Rank in HS
ELL
Top 10%
140 (31.8%)
Top 20%
128 (29.1%)
Top 30%
102 (23.2%)
Top 50%
56 (12.7%)
Not among top 50%
14 (3.2%)
Chi square = 42.405, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .104

Non ELL
665 (19.3%)
1101 (31.9%)
916 (26.5%)
676 (19.6%)
95 (2.8%)

The above table indicates that on a percentage basis, more ELL students (31.8%) reported that
they ranked in the top 10% of their high school class compared to 19.3% of non-ELL students.
This difference is significant with a moderate relationship based on the chi Square test (X2 (df=4)
= 42.405, p = .000, V=.104
Table 3: How well did HS prepare student for college
ELL
Very well
112 (25.9%)
Fairly well
239 (53.3%)
Uncertain
87 (19.4%)
Poorly
8 (1.8%)
Very poorly
2 (.4%)
Chi square = 47.901, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .109

Non ELL
1006 (27.9%)
1772 (49.1%)
680 (18.9%)
126 (3.5%)
23 (.6%)

The above table indicates that on a percentage basis a total of 79.2% of ELL students reported
fairly well and very well prepared for college in high school comparted to 77% of non-ELL
students who reported fairly well and very well prepared for college in high school. While this is
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significant based on the Chi square test ( X2 (df=4) = 47.901, p = .000, V = .109) the effect is
“weak”.
Table 4: Years taking Foreign Language
ELL
None
4 (8.5%)
One
25 (5.6%
Two
130 (29.0%)
Three
148 (33.0%)
Four
108 (24.1%)
Chi square = 168.683, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .204

Non ELL
27 (.7%)
100 (2.8%)
994 (27.5%)
1332 (36.9%)
1156 (32.0%)

The above table indicates that 24.1% of ELL students reported taking four years of foreign
language compared to 32% of non-ELL students. This is significant with a strong relationship
based on the Chi square test (X2 (d=4f) = 168.683, p = .000, V = .204).
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APPENDIX C:
RESULTS FOR CORRELATIONS WITH CUMULATIVE COLLEGE GPA
INCLUDING ALL MOTIVATIONAL ITEMS

Correlations with Cumulative College GPA
Factors
SAT Verbal

ELL
Squared/%
.184

Non ELL
Squared/%
3%

.158

2%

SAT Math
.227
5%
.089
0.7%
SAT Writing
.218
4%
.243
5%
ACT
.261
6%
.228
5%
High School GPA
.329
10%
.371
13%
Factor 1
-.007 (NS)
.103
1%
Factor 2
.157
2%
.097
0.94%
Factor 3
-.060 (NS)
.024 (NS)
Factor 4
-.158
2%
-.112
1%
Motivation Question
.165
2%
4%
.202
1
Motivation Question
-.150
2%
1%
-.112
2
Motivation Question
-.019(NS)
.031 (NS)
3
Motivation Question
.026 (NS)
0.64%
.080
4
Motivation Question
-.074 (NS)
-.028 (NS)
5
Motivation Question
-.102 (.05)
1%
0.21%
-.046
6
Motivation Question
.090 (NS)
2%
.142
7
Motivation Question
.005 (NS)
-.016 (NS)
8
The correlation squared (%) column indicates the percentage of variance accounted for
by the variable. All correlations are significant at the .01 level unless indicated otherwise.
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Appendix D:
ANOVA NSQ RESULTS FOR ELL MOTIVATION
All Remaining NSQ Questions
Note: In the table, an effect that has a Cramer’s V of .2 or larger is in red.
NSQ Question
p/V
Comment
How important were the following in your decision to go to college?
(30)General Education
.001/.062
ESL more important
(31)Family
.000/.099
ESL more important
(32)Get away from home
.000/.210
ESL less important
(33)Better job
NS
(34)Interesting
NS
(35)Grad School
.000/.135
ESL more important
(36)Transition to work
NS
How important were the following in your finding out about or selecting Temple
(37)Personal call
NS
(38)Letter from faculty
.000/.122
ESL Less
(39)Brochures
NS
(40)Email
NS
(41)Web site
NS
(42)Open House
.000/.120
ESL less
(43)Campus visit
.000/.192
ESL Less
(44) High School visit
NS
How important were the following in your decision to attend Temple?
(45)Affordable tuition
NS
(46)Student body size
.000/.122
ESL Less important
(47)Social atmosphere
.000/.150
ESL Less important
(48)Closeness to home
.000/.084
ESL Less important
(49)Urban location
.000/.123
ESL Less important
(50)Variety of programs
NS
(51)Variety of co-curricular
NS
(52)Reputation of Temple
NS
(53)Reputation of major
NS
(54)Advice of family
NS
(55)Advice of friends
NS
(56) Meeting similar students
NS
(57)Meeting different students
NS
(58)Financial Aid
.000/.101
ESL more important
As you can see, ELL students place more importance on items such as education, family and
attending grad school.
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APPENDIX E
NSQ QUESTIONNAIRE
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Appendix F: IRB APROVAL
From: PATIENCE LEHRMAN [mailto:patience@temple.edu]
Sent: Wednesday, May 24, 2017 1:32 PM
To: 'La'Shay Cobb' <tuf39699@temple.edu>
Subject: RE: Question regarding IRB submission
Hi La’Shay,
I just reached out to my dissertation chair and he confirmed that I will not have access to
data with private identifiable data. His name is Dr. Ducette and he is the one I am
working with to procure the data from Institutional research.
Thanks,
Patience Lehrman

From: La'Shay Cobb [mailto:tuf39699@temple.edu]
Sent: Wednesday, May 24, 2017 9:21 AM
To: 'PATIENCE LEHRMAN' <patience@temple.edu>

La'Shay Cobb

<tuf39699@temple.edu>

8/14
/17

to PATIENCE
Hello Patience
It does not seem that I have access to the attachments included in the May emails that you
sent to refer back to, however based on the email below, IRB submission would not be
required if you do not have access to private identifiable information.

La’Shay Cobb, MBA
IRB Assistant Director
Direct 215-707-1248
Email lashay.cobb@temple.edu
Office of the Vice President for Research
Administration
Institutional Review Board, Research
Compliance
Student Faculty Conference Center
3340 North Broad Street
Philadelphia, PA 19140
Main 215-707-3390 / Fax 215-707-9100
Website research.temple.edu
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From: PATIENCE LEHRMAN [mailto:patience@temple.edu]
Sent: Monday, August 07, 2017 6:56 PM

PATIENCE LEHRMAN

<patience@temple.edu>

8/15
/17

to La'Shay, Joseph
Hi LaShay,
Thanks for your follow up response. I am CCing Dr. Ducette who is the chair of my committee in case
you require further clarification about any identifiable information on the data set.
Thanks,
Patience
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