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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In anticipation of the arrival of approximately 1,000 Hmong newcomers from the Wat 

Tham Krabok refugee camp in Thailand, the Saint Paul Public School District worked with the 

community to develop an education program that would specifically address the needs of these 

students. The resulting program, the Transitional Language Center (TLC), was established at five 

elementary schools during the 2004-2005 academic year as a temporary educational model for 

the newcomers. 

In spring 2005, the district contracted with the Center for Applied Research and 

Educational Improvement to conduct an evaluation that compared the TLC model with the 

Language Academy (LA) model already in use by the district. The evaluation was designed to 

explore the following questions: 

1. What are educators’ and parents’ perceptions of the TLC and LA programs’ capacity to 
meet the needs of elementary Hmong newcomers? 

 
2. What, if any, are the differences between the programs in terms of students’ language 

learning achievement? 
 

3. If there are differences, are the differences sufficient to warrant the extra costs associated 
with TLCs? 
 

 Although teachers from both programs demonstrated a desire to provide the best possible 

education for their Hmong newcomers, the Transitional Language Center model seemed to have 

benefits that were not present in the Language Academy programs. The primary advantage of the  

TLC program was the bilingual staff. The fact that one or both of the teachers in the TLC classes 

was bilingual appeared to provide the following benefits: 

§ more opportunities for the integration of the Hmong culture in the classroom 

§ more frequent and in-depth contact with parents 

§ Hmong language use for content teaching of basic concepts  
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§ teachers having greater knowledge about their students’ well-being and academic 

progress  

This was in contrast to the LAs, in which Hmong students seemed to stay on the fringe of the 

school community. Principal interviews corroborated the teachers’ perspectives and experiences, 

indicating that the TLCs were much more successful in genuinely integrating the Hmong 

students into the school community. Further, the TLC schools placed a greater emphasis on 

professional development, allowing staff to have a better sense of the population they served. 

 Parent focus group interviews, however, revealed that there were not many differences in 

how the parents perceived the TLC versus LA programs. Although parents were appreciative of 

the educational opportunities their children were experiencing, they often felt helpless to assist in 

their achievement. Both models seemed to assume that parents understood how the educational 

system worked, and that parents would have an idea of what to expect from teachers. Because 

this was not the case, all parents seemed to convey a sense of powerlessness. However, their 

expectations for their children’s educational success were high, and a feeling of hope for the 

future was expressed. 

The results of the language proficiency tests that students took show no significant 

differences between students in the TLC and LA programs, with the exception of a slightly larger 

gain on the emergent reading scale of the Test of Emerging Academic English (TEAE) for LA 

students (.9 versus .6). Overall, results indicate similar levels of proficiency in reading, writing, 

and speaking skills in English. However, the similarities may be due to the insensitivity of the 

assessments, as well as the use of assessments that did not measure all aspects of language or 

areas of learning.  
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In summary, based on the perspectives and experiences of teachers and principals, the 

TLC model seemed to have benefits that were not present in the LA model. The TLCs were 

much more successful in genuinely integrating the Hmong students into the school community. 

Parent perceptions were similar for the TLCs and LAs. They were appreciative of students’ 

educational opportunities, yet they often felt helpless to assist in their achievement. Students in 

both the TLCs and the LAs made statistically significant gains on standardized tests of English 

Language Proficiency. With the exception of a slightly larger gain on the TEAE reading test for 

students in the LA program, the degree of gain on each test was similar for students in the TLC 

and LA programs.  

 



   

CENTER FOR APPLIED RESEARCH AND EDUCATIONAL IMPROVEMENT iv 
UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA   

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Introduction.............................................................................................................................1 

Teacher Interviews .................................................................................................................2 

Principal Interviews................................................................................................................5  

Parent Focus Groups .............................................................................................................7 

Student Language Proficiency Data.....................................................................................9 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................16 

Recommendations ................................................................................................................18 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

 
Table 1: Test of Emerging Academic English (TEAE) and Minnesota Student  

             Oral Language Observation Matrix (MN SOLOM) Results ...................................13 

Table 2: Language Assessment Scale (LAS-O) Results...........................................................14 

 
 
 



CENTER FOR APPLIED RESEARCH AND EDUCATIONAL IMPROVEMENT  1 
UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA  

 
INTRODUCTION 

In anticipation of the arrival of approximately 1,000 Hmong newcomers from the Wat 

Tham Krabok refugee camp in Thailand, the Saint Paul Public School District worked with the 

community to develop an education program that would specifically address the needs of these 

students. The resulting program, the Transitional Language Center (TLC), was established at five 

elementary schools during the 2004-2005 academic year as a temporary educational model for 

the newcomers. Parents were encouraged to enroll their students in a TLC; however, not all of 

the families chose this option. Some enrolled their children in schools where there was a 

Language Academy (LA) program or in other K-6 schools in the district.    

In spring 2005, the district contracted with the Center for Applied Research and 

Educational Improvement to conduct an evaluation that compared the TLC and LA program 

models. The evaluation was designed to explore the following questions: 

1. What are educators’ and parents’ perceptions of the TLC and LA programs’ capacity to 
meet the needs of elementary Hmong newcomers? 

 
2. What, if any, are the differences between the programs in terms of students’ language 

learning achievement? 
 

3. If there are differences, are the differences sufficient to warrant the extra costs associated 
with TLCs? 

 
Preliminary reports completed in 20051 and 20062 described findings based on two types 

of data: interviews with a sample of teachers, educational assistants, and principals; and focus 

                                                
1 Bigelow, M., Ngo, B., Wahlstrom, K.L., Ingram, D., and Whitehouse, E.M. (2005). A preliminary report on an 
evaluation of the Transitional Language Center program in the Saint Paul Public Schools. Minneapolis, MN: 
Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, University of Minnesota. 
 
2Bigelow, M., Ngo, B., Wahlstrom, K.L., Ingram, D., and Whitehouse, E.M. (2006). An evaluation of the 
Transitional Language Center program in the Saint Paul Public Schools: Summary report. Minneapolis, MN: 
Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, University of Minnesota. 
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groups with a sample of parents. The second report also included initial findings based on 

standardized assessments of students’ language proficiency. The current report includes data on 

changes in students’ language proficiency from fall 2004 to spring 2006. 

 

TEACHER INTERVIEWS 

 The teachers interviewed for this portion of the study were grade level teachers, 

English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers, and Education Assistants (EA) from three 

TLC and two LA sites. Many participants were bilingual Hmong. Participants were 

chosen by the researchers from a list provided by the District which indicated a) the staff 

member’s role in the program (ESL teacher, grade level teacher or EA), b) whether or not 

they were bilingual in Hmong, c) what license(s) they held, and d) how many years they 

had been teaching. Using these criteria, the researchers assembled a diverse pool of staff 

members to interview that would represent a range of perspectives. The interviews were 

approximately 40 minutes long and followed a semi-structured protocol which allowed 

for follow up questions. 

After all interviews were transcribed, data were analyzed using software designed 

specifically to organize qualitative data. Conversations with Saint Paul Public School 

staff show that the Hmong refugee children from the Wat Tham Krabok camp were 

welcomed into LA and TLC classrooms. Teachers and educational assistants had positive 

views toward the children and worked very hard to help them adjust to their new 

environment. Most of the teaching staff in both programs had had long involvement with 

the Hmong community and were very knowledgeable about working with English 

language learners, the Wat Tham Krabok camp conditions, and the challenges 
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newcomers face. Although all of the teachers were clearly well-qualified to work with the 

Hmong newcomers, key programmatic differences emerged in the data that indicate that 

each model has particular strengths and challenges. These themes were: a) the power of 

bilingual staff, b) collaboration challenges, c) integrating content and language, d) 

integration versus segregation, e) communicating with parents, and f) integrating culture. 

The results show that serving newcomers with little prior schooling is a complex 

task filled with instructional, curricular and institutional challenges as well as human 

emotions (Hargreaves, 1994). Conversations with all of the staff show a clear desire to 

provide quality education for the newcomers and the TLCs generated much enthusiasm 

among teachers. However, the TLC, as a program model, had the potential to have many 

advantages over the LA model due to the bilingual support afforded children and their 

families. Although isolation of the children may have been a chief concern, it does not 

seem that this is evidence enough to discontinue the TLC model for newcomers. The 

most compelling evidence showing that the TLCs were better for the Hmong newcomers 

was revealed in the descriptions of the children. The Hmong students in the TLCs were 

variously described as “outgoing”, “highly interactive in all classroom activities”, and 

“verbal.” The teachers in the Language Academy schools described their Hmong 

newcomers as “shy”, “reserved”, and “mostly non-verbal.” This difference was attributed 

to the greater numbers of Hmong children in the TLCs with whom they could interact. 

These findings were present, but to a lesser degree, in a Language Academy school that 

had consistent bilingual support.   

 Therefore, the data indicate that, when possible, newcomers should be 

afforded significant contact with same language peers or bilingual staff members to: a) 
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ease the transition to a new country and, b) facilitate students’ understanding of 

content. Bilingual staff members are crucial for close monitoring of the adjustment and 

learning of individual children, which is essential for noting the need for other support 

systems. 

The bilingual environment described by the teachers opened the door for a much 

more humanizing pedagogy (Freire, 1970). Teachers spoke of creating a family among 

the members of the classroom centered on care for each other. This is in contrast to the 

descriptions of the children from the LA classrooms which seem to suggest that the 

Hmong newcomers had been moved to the edge of the classroom community. The 

bilingual classrooms also welcomed a range of cultural and social practices. The TLCs 

seemed to “value the students’ background knowledge, culture, life experiences and 

create learning contexts where power is shared by teachers and students” (Bartolome, 

1994, p. 248).   

The classrooms with Hmong speaking teachers also allowed for children to use 

language in a wide range of ways. This is very beneficial for children as they are learning 

how to talk and act in school as well as how to learn through English. The opportunity to 

engage with adults in Hmong on academic topics has great potential for scaffolding 

academic language in English. 

In conclusion, the TLCs, while not a model to sustain bilingualism, did seem to 

ease the Hmong newcomers’ transition to elementary schools. The next challenge for the 

district is to find a way to continue to support this group of newcomers as they move into 

LA and mainstream classes.   
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PRINCIPAL INTERVIEWS 

For this portion of the evaluation, three TLC principals and one LA principal were 

interviewed. The interviews lasted about an hour for each session, and the questioning route 

followed a prepared set of questions based on what is known about effective leadership actions 

in dealing with school change. Each interview was transcribed, with a sum total of 78 pages 

being thematically analyzed. As questions were being answered, a pattern of themes began to 

emerge with regard to how the TLC principals viewed the establishment of this program in each 

of their buildings. These themes were: a) integration of the Hmong students into the school, b) 

involving staff in decisions, c) changes in the schools’ demographics, d) surprises, e) challenges, 

f) signs of academic growth, g) blending Hmong culture into an American school, h) planning 

ahead, and i) cultural and sensitivity in parent involvement. 

One of the TLC principals was specifically asked how things might have been different if 

the children from the Wat Tham Krabok refugee camp had gone straight into a Language 

Academy school. Her response was thoughtful and unequivocal: “I think that would have been 

tough. I think it was just good that we did it the way we did. I think it was good that we pulled 

those supports in and we were able to provide for them. Next year’s going to be a little [difficult 

at first], since leaving the TLC on some level is kind of like a cocoon. They’re going to have to 

spread their wings a little bit more next year inside of a language academy, but that’s a logical 

next step because the goal is to have them bilingual.” 

 Principals in the TLC schools were actively engaged in issues related to successful 

integration of Hmong students in their schools. Due to the fact that the classes for Hmong were 

self-contained, the principals in those schools created expectations that the teachers and students 

in those classes would regularly be connected to or integrated with non-TLC classes in their 
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building. Some principals set the conditions for integration to naturally occur, while others more 

or less administratively required the integration and the teachers complied. 

 In the Language Academy school, the principal interviewed seemed to have had a much 

less visible role in directly effecting the integration of the Hmong students. Rather, assumptions 

about integration occurring naturally were the norm. This was due, in part, to the fact that the 

Hmong students were spread throughout all grade levels among all classrooms. As a result, there 

was limited attention paid to how well the Hmong children were adjusting, because they were 

seen as part of the general population of English language learners in those buildings.  

 TLC schools had more emphasis placed on teacher professional development in learning 

about the Hmong cultural traditions than was the case in the LA schools. Nevertheless, the 

principals in all schools who accommodated the Hmong refugee students expressed the belief 

that their teachers were “well-equipped” to handle the issues and demands of a group of students 

who had had little or no prior formal school experiences. 

 Conclusions about the role of school leaders reveal a wide range of actions which are 

often linked to their personal beliefs about how to integrate and educate English language 

learners. The large amount of time spent in planning to receive the refugees apparently reaped 

huge benefits. The integration of the Hmong into the fabric of a large urban area was 

accomplished with few major problems. Much of the success dealt with the significant role that 

education played in the newly-formed daily lives of the Hmong families. Furthermore, the 

leadership behavior and beliefs of the school principals at the TLC sites had a major impact on 

the schools’ positive attitudes towards embracing the challenge of educating large numbers of 

non-English speaking students.  
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 Schools set the tone of a community. Principals and district level leaders are key to how 

the teachers will react, which, in turn, reflects how the parents and children respond. The journey 

is circular, and it all begins with envisioning the circle and finding a place for the concerns and 

the wishes of each group on that path, with the plans and actions bringing all around to meet at 

the place where it all began. There is where the groups find a new starting point, and the growth 

process begins all over again. 

 

PARENT FOCUS GROUPS 

The parents were recruited from a list of all parents with children in the five schools. A 

Hmong bilingual focus group moderator was hired to assist with the project and recruited the 

parents through telephone calls. This bilingual moderator was not affiliated with the school 

district. Each of the focus group interviews took place in the evening at a Hmong social service 

agency familiar to the Hmong parents. With the assistance of the school district, transportation 

was provided for the parents to attend the focus groups. 

The Hmong bilingual moderator facilitated the focus group interviews. In addition to the 

moderator, a Hmong bilingual note taker attended each of the focus groups to monitor the audio 

taping equipment and to note pauses, facial expressions and other interactions the tape recorder 

could not capture. Each of the focus groups included an average of 8 parents and lasted 

approximately 1.5 hours. Hmong parents were asked questions pertaining to several aspects of 

their experiences with the children’s education at the TLCs and LAs, including program 

logistics, school atmosphere, language instruction, and teaching. The primary data for assessing 

parent perceptions are from transcriptions and translations of the audio-taped focus group 

interviews. The data was organized using NVIVO, a qualitative software package, and coded and 
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analyzed for themes within each of the categories listed above. Themes that emerged from these 

interviews were: a) appreciation tempered with concerns, b) the limits of parent involvement, c) 

feelings of helplessness in the face of change, and d) hope, gratitude, and faith. 

The school district that served these newcomer Hmong parents and their children was 

well-intentioned in their efforts to set up language programs to meet the needs of the refugee 

students, providing these students with bilingual teachers and staff to support their language 

development. This part of the research study sought to evaluate the effectiveness of their parent 

outreach and to better understand the experiences of Hmong students and families. Despite these 

good intentions, some of the efforts of the district teachers and staff had the paradoxical effect of 

alienating the Hmong parents, and contributing to their sense of helplessness and disconnect 

from their children. 

 The paradox of good intentions stems from a problematic understanding of parent 

knowledge and involvement within the contexts of U.S. school and society. In particular, U.S. 

schools assume that all parents—regardless of social, educational and economic backgrounds—

have the cultural capital to negotiate the educational institutions of our society. In their planning 

and programming efforts, the school district may have assumed that the newcomer Hmong 

parents would know how U.S. schools work, what their children might be learning in classes, 

and what to expect from teachers, among other things. The data from the parent focus groups, 

however, suggests that this was not true for the Hmong parents. 

 The best “two-way relationship” between parents and schools is where the knowledge 

and abilities of parents are integrated into school and classroom practices. In the case of the 

assimilation of the Hmong children and their parents into local schools in particular, we need to 

transform the means and the assumptions whereby we allow, encourage, and expect parents to 
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engage in their children’s education. By doing so, we may be able to more authentically integrate 

refugee parents. 

 

STUDENT LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY DATA 

Currently, little or no data exists on how different models affect English language 

learning for Hmong students. The primary objective of this piece of the evaluation was to 

determine the effectiveness of the implementation of a new program model called the 

Transitional Language Center (TLC) for the second language learning of Hmong refugee 

students in Saint Paul. The test scores of the Hmong newcomers attending the TLC programs 

will be compared to the Hmong newcomers who attend Language Academy (LA) programs. 

Thus, the principal research question was: What, if any, are the differences between the TLC and 

LA programs regarding students’ second language learning progress? 

Participants 

 Participants were elementary-age (grades 1-6) Hmong newcomers from the Wat Tham 

Krabok refugee camp in Thailand. Students arrived in the United States at different points during 

the 2004-2005 school year, and were sent to the district’s Student Placement Center to determine 

their educational placement. Families were encouraged to send their children to TLC sites, but 

some families chose LA programs or other schools. This resulted in a total, for this study, of 71 

students from Language Academies and 415 students from Transitional Language Centers. It 

should be noted that kindergartners were left out of this study, since there were no students in 

this grade in LAs, and they were given different assessments than students in grades 1-6 in the 

TLCs. 
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Procedures 

 Students were given the Test of Emerging Academic English (TEAE), which assesses 

literacy skills, and the Minnesota Student Oral Language Observation Matrix (MN SOLOM), 

which assesses oral skills, at their school in October of 2004. The timing of the assessments is 

determined by the state, so students who arrived in Minnesota after that date did not take it.  

Students enrolling in a Language Academy during the 2004-2005 school year were given 

the Language Assessment Scales (LAS) during an intake interview at the Student Placement 

Center in Saint Paul. Many LA students took the LAS again in the spring, this time at their 

school. Students from the TLCs took the LAS assessment at their TLC site during their first 

week of school, and again in the spring. Due to timing differences of the transition from the 

refugee camp to Saint Paul schools, students were given the LAS assessments at different points 

during the school year. In addition, some students did not receive these assessments at all in the 

fall, if they arrived in Saint Paul after February of 2005. These students were assessed shortly 

after their arrival, and this was recorded as their spring score. 

 In fall 2005, as envisioned in the district plan for the Hmong newcomers, the TLC 

programs were converted to LA programs and the former TLC students were placed into 

mainstream classes at their school. Students were assessed at their schools again in April 2006 

using the TEAE and MN SOLOM measures. It should be noted that these follow-up measures 

cover a period when TLC students had one year of the TLC program and then one year of the LA 

program. Students in the LAs, in contrast, had two years of the same program model during this 

period. Students were not given the LAS during the second wave of data collection. 
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Results 

Test of Emerging Academic English (TEAE). For the LAs, TEAE data from fall 2004 

were available for 24 (34%) students. Results show that all students received a score of 1 in both 

sections of this assessment. This corresponds to the lowest level of proficiency for both emergent 

reading and writing skills. For the TLCs, data from fall 2004 were available for 99 (24%) 

students. Results show that for emergent reading, 91 students received a score of 1, and 8 

students received a score of 2. The mean score for TLC students on the reading section was 1.1. 

For the writing section, all students received a score of 1. The data available suggests that these 

students began at the same level; however, due to the low percentage of students tested this 

cannot be assumed. 

Data for students from the LAs for the spring of 2006 were available for 24 (34%) 

students. Results show that the mean score was 1.9 for the reading section, a positive change of 

.9. On the writing section, the mean score was 2.6, a positive change of 1.6. Changes on both of 

the TEAE assessments were statistically significant. Data for the spring of 2006 were available 

for 94 (23%) of students from the TLCs. Results show that the mean score was 1.7 for the 

reading section, a positive change of .7. On the writing section, the mean score was 2.6, a 

positive change of 1.6. Again, changes for both of the TEAE assessments were statistically 

significant. 

Minnesota Student Oral Language Observation Matrix (MN SOLOM). In the Language 

Academies, MN SOLOM data were available for 30 (42%) students for fall 2004. Results show 

that 29 students received a score of 1, indicating a beginner level of skills. One student received 

a score of 4, demonstrating an early advanced skill level. The mean score for students from the 

LAs was 1.1. In the TLCs, MN SOLOM data were available for 211 (51%) students. Results 
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show that all students received a score of 1, indicating a beginner level of speaking and listening 

skills in English as rated by their teacher. Again, this implies that students in both programs 

started at the same level, but results should be interpreted with caution due to the small sample 

size. 

For the spring of 2006, data were available for 29 (41%) students from the LAs. Results 

show that students received a mean score of 2.0, a positive change of .9. In the TLCs, MN 

SOLOM data were available for 193 (47%) students. Results show that these students received a 

mean score of 2.0, a positive change of 1. Changes for both groups were statistically significant. 

Degree of Change. Additional analyses were run to determine whether the degree of 

change on these assessments, from fall 2004 to spring 2006, was greater for students in the LAs 

or TLCs. Only the results from the TEAE emergent reading section were statistically significant 

(See Table 1). On this assessment, students from the LAs achieved a greater degree of positive 

change from the fall of 2004 to the spring of 2006 than students who originally attended the 

TLCs. 
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Table 1 
Test of Emerging Academic English (TEAE) and  

Minnesota Student Oral Language Observation Matrix (MN SOLOM) Results 
 
 

  Fall 2004 Spring 2006 Mean Change 
LA 
Students 

TEAE Reading 1.0 
(n=24) 
 

TEAE Reading  1.9 
(n=24) 

.9 

 TEAE Writing  1.0 
(n=24) 
 

TEAE Writing  2.6 
(n=24) 

1.6 

 MN SOLOM 1.1 
(n=30) 
 

MN SOLOM 2.0 
(n=29) 

.9 

    

TLC 
Students 

TEAE Reading  1.1 
(n=99) 
 

TEAE Reading  1.7 
(n=94) 

.6 

 TEAE Writing  1.0 
(n=99) 
 

TEAE Writing   2.6 
(n=94) 

1.6 

 MN SOLOM 1.0 
(n=211) 

MN SOLOM  2.0 
(n=193) 

1.0 

 

Language Assessment Scales (LAS). In the fall of 2004, only total score data was 

available on the LAS assessment for students in the LAs (See Table 2). Data were available for 

43 (61%) students, and all received a score of 0. For the TLC sites, data were available on the 

three subtests for 290 (70%) students. For the Vocabulary subset, the average score was .61, for 

Listening Comprehension .06, and for Story Retell .00. The average total score for the LAS for 

students in the TLCs in the fall was .93, as compared to .00 for students in the LAs. Scores from 

0-54 result in a proficiency level of 1, or Non-Speaker. Therefore, both the LA students and TLC 

were in this Non-Speaker category in the fall. 
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 In the spring of 2005, subtest data on the LAS was available for both students in the LAs 

and the TLCs. For 66 (93%) students in the LAs, on the Vocabulary subset the average score was 

3.94, for Listening Comprehension 3.42, and for Story Retell .42. The average total score for 

students in the LAs was 14.91. For 332 (80%) students in the TLCs, on the Vocabulary subset 

the average score was 5.93, and for Listening Comprehension 2.69. Data was available for 330 

students on Story Retell (average .41) and the total score, with an average of 16.42. The average 

total scores for both groups in the spring result in a proficiency level of 1, which corresponds to a 

Non-Speaker designation. It should be noted that 8 students from TLC sites and 1 student from 

an LA site earned scores that corresponded to a level 2, and 4 TLC students received scores that 

corresponded to a level 3. Both of these proficiency levels are labeled as Limited.  

Table 2 
Language Assessment Scale (LAS-O) Results 

 
 

 LAS-O 

Fall 2004 

LAS-O 

Spring 2005 

LA Students (n=43) 

Total .00 

No subtest data available 

(n=66) 

Total 14.91 

Vocabulary 3.94 

Listening Comprehension 3.42 

Story Retell .42 

TLC Students (n=290) 

Total .93 

Vocabulary .61 

Listening Comprehension .06 

Story Retell .00 

(n=332) 

Total 16.42 

Vocabulary 5.93 

Listening Comprehension 2.69 

Story Retell .41 
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Explanation of Findings 

 Results show that mean scores in the fall of 2004 for students from LAs and TLCs were 

similar, indicating a similar level of proficiency in reading, writing, and speaking skills in 

English upon arrival. Spring 2005 scores for the LAS assessment were also similar, implying that 

students from both sites improved at comparable rates.  

For the TEAE and MN SOLOM assessments, data from the fall of 2004 and the spring of 

2006 indicate that all students from the LAs and TLCs made a statistically significant 

improvement on the TEAE emergent reading and writing as well as the MN SOLOM. These 

changes may have meaningful implications for classroom performance. For example, a student 

scoring at Level 1 on the TEAE reading assessment succeeds at only a few of the most basic 

English reading tasks, while a student scoring at Level 2 can succeed at understanding many 

simple reading tasks in English, such as school vocabulary, simple statements and questions and 

simple stories. A Level 3 on the TEAE reading assessment implies success with many English 

reading tasks, including making simple inferences and reading stories without cues such as 

pictures. With the exception of a slightly larger gain on the TEAE emergent reading scale for LA 

students (.9 versus .6), however, the results show no significant difference in the degree of 

positive change in language proficiency between students in the TLC and LA programs. 

 There are several factors mitigating these results which might explain why the TLC and 

LA students look similar. First, the testing settings varied during the fall of 2004. Some students 

were tested by a person they had just met at the district’s Student Placement Center, while others 

were assessed by a more familiar teacher. Another limitation of this study is the small percentage 

of students tested in the fall of 2004, due to the timing of the students’ transition to the United 

States. This means that students’ time in the TLCs varied, and some spring LAS scores are a 
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reflection of very little time in the United States. Only a small percentage of students was tested 

in the spring of 2006 as well. Further, the TLCs were no longer in operation during the 2005-

2006 school year. It is possible that these students would have made greater gains had they 

received an additional year (in some cases, a full year) of intensive support. 

Finally, there is some concern that the assessments used with these students are not 

sensitive enough to measure their gains. Since scores correspond to broad levels of proficiency, 

changes are more difficult to detect and gains in specific areas are not considered. For example, 

these assessments do not measure content knowledge. Since the TLC classrooms had native 

speaking educational assistants, it is suspected that these students may have made great gains in 

this area. Also, one focus of the TLCs was to make the transition to schooling in America as 

comfortable and welcoming as possible for these students. However, student perceptions of 

school and comfort level in their classrooms were not intended to be measured in this study. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 Although teachers from both programs demonstrated a desire to provide the best possible 

education for their Hmong newcomers, the Transitional Language Center model seemed to have 

benefits that were not present in the Language Academy programs. The primary advantage of the 

TLC program was the bilingual staff. The fact that one or both of the teachers in the TLC classes 

was bilingual appeared to provide the following benefits: 

§ more opportunities for the integration of the Hmong culture in the classroom 

§ more frequent and in-depth contact with parents 
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§ Hmong language use for content teaching of basic concepts  

§ teachers having greater knowledge about their students’ well-being and academic 

progress  

This was in contrast to the LAs, in which Hmong students seemed to stay on the fringe of the 

school community. Principal interviews corroborated the teachers’ perspectives and experiences, 

indicating that the TLCs were much more successful in genuinely integrating the Hmong 

students into the school community. Further, the TLC schools placed a greater emphasis on 

professional development, allowing staff to have a better sense of the population they served. 

 Parent interviews, however, revealed that there were not many differences in how the 

parents perceived the TLC versus LA programs. Although parents were appreciative of the 

educational opportunities their children were experiencing, they often felt helpless to assist in 

their achievement. Both models seemed to assume that parents understood how the educational 

system worked, and that parents would have an idea of what to expect from teachers. Because 

this was not the case, all parents seemed to convey a sense of powerlessness. However, their 

expectations for their children’s educational success were high, and a feeling of hope for the 

future was expressed. 

The results of the language proficiency tests that students took show no significant 

differences between students in the TLC and LA programs, with the exception of a slightly larger 

positive change on the TEAE emergent reading scale for LA students. Overall, results indicate 

similar levels of proficiency in reading, writing, and speaking skills in English. However, the 

similarities may be due to the insensitivity of the assessments, as well as the use of assessments 

that did not measure all aspects of language or areas of learning.  
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In summary, based on the perspectives and experiences of teachers and principals, the 

TLC model seemed to have benefits that were not present in the LA model. For example, the 

TLCs were much more successful in genuinely integrating the Hmong students into the school 

community. Parent perceptions were similar for the TLCs and LAs. They were appreciative of 

students’ educational opportunities, yet they often felt helpless to assist in their achievement. 

Students in both the TLCs and the LAs made statistically significant gains on standardized tests 

of English language proficiency. With the exception of a slightly larger gain on the TEAE 

reading test for students in the LA program, the degree of positive change on each test was 

similar for students in the TLC and LA programs.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Staff Development 

1. Many TLC staff members were able to integrate Hmong culture and the students’ past 
experiences in very thoughtful ways. They could be asked to write up these ideas to add 
to the curriculum or could hold professional development sessions designed to share their 
ideas for integrating culture in thoughtful ways. 

2. Both programs, if they continue as they are, need guidance in how to integrate content 
and language learning through an articulated curriculum development endeavor. English 
language development is largely assumed through the thematic curricula, rather than 
planned for and carefully assessed. 

3. TLC staff may benefit from workshops in bilingual education so that they can make more 
thoughtful decisions about when to use each language. They would also benefit from a 
conversation about the philosophy of the program and the rationale that underpins the 
philosophy to lessen the level of disagreement around language choice and use. 

4. The Hmong Educational Assistants are a valuable resource. It would be helpful to 
provide them the opportunity to share their insights about the Hmong students more 
frequently, perhaps in professional development settings. 

5. Staff who are to team-teach need explicit help with this complicated and emotionally-
laden endeavor. 
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6. Team-teachers of different cultures may need a workshop in cross-cultural 
communication. 

Program Issues 

1. Newcomers are best placed in programs where there are bilingual staff members 
available to work directly with them.  

2. The district may want to continue to attempt to cluster newcomers when they are not in a 
TLC. This allows for resources to be maximized. 

3. Opportunities for the Hmong newcomers to learn and meaningfully interact with 
classmates or students in the school could be encouraged even more than now and be 
specifically facilitated in all program models. 

4. To avoid subtractive bilingualism in this generation of Hmong refugees, and to support 
academic achievement, on-going native language support or even a two-way dual 
immersion model should be considered. A two-way program may attract heritage 
speakers of Hmong who would like to recover some of their language loss. This is 
feasible given the high numbers of newcomers at the elementary level and the availability 
of qualified bilingual teachers. The issue is likely to hinge on whether or not the parents 
would support such an approach. 

Leadership 

1. School principals would benefit from explicit sharing with one another about their local 
ideas and actions taken to integrate newcomer students into the school setting and culture. 
For example, one school had developed a “buddy system” with upper grade students, 
both ELL and non-ELL, to regularly interact with younger newcomer students. Several 
principals had not heard of this idea. 

2. The transition of TLC children to LA classes depends on thoughtful placement of groups 
of children who know each other into classes that include a teacher who already knows 
the children from the year before. This continuity will facilitate adjustment to a new 
context for the children. 

3. Staff development needs should be assessed in an on-going way. This allows for meeting 
staff and student needs as they arise and not waiting until an “annual needs assessment” 
is otherwise conducted. 

Parents 

1. Non-Hmong teachers need strategies for reaching out to Hmong parents. 

2. Parents should be invited to participate in classes and field trips with their children and 
invited to volunteer in classrooms/schools. 
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3. Some parents may need long-term support in learning how to be actively involved in their 
child’s learning at home, in ways that build on their strengths. 

4. Schools may wish to more actively house community-based programs for families and 
parents because this helps to bridge the gap between families/communities and schools. 

5. Seek to frequently integrate parents’ knowledge/culture into classroom instruction. 

6. Provide (more) transportation for parents to school events. 

Parent Education Programs 

1. Teach parents what children are learning in their classes. 

2. Teach parents the rationale for language instruction (e.g., English-only, bilingual). 

3. Teach parents how they can help with homework. 

4. Provide opportunities/curriculum where parents and children can learn together. 

5. Teach parents what to expect from schools, teachers, etc... 

6. Teach parents about logistics of tests and grades. 

7. Teach parents about general procedures and practices of U.S. schools. 

8. Provide bilingual personnel to serve as resources for parents with questions. 

9. Provide a parent advocate for issues/challenges. 

Extra Assistance for Children 

1. Provide homework assistance programs. 

2. Provide summer assistance programs. 

Evaluation of Student Language Proficiency 

1. Select assessments that are appropriate for the goals of the program. 

2. Select assessments that are more sensitive to gains made by English language learners 
who have low levels of English language proficiency. 

 
3. Develop a solid evaluation plan before a program begins to ensure consistency (e.g., 

work to guarantee similar administration procedures for assessment measures).  


