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Where is this work situated?

English learner 
education

Indigenous 
(American Indian, 
Alaska Native, & 
Native Hawaiian) 

education

Education 
that serves 

Indigenous students 
classified as 

English learners



Indigenous education context
• Educational sovereignty and self-determination 

(Brayboy et al., 2015)

• Boarding school history (Adams, 1995; Barnhardt, 2001; Child, 
1998; Hirshberg, 2008; Vitale, 2020) 

• Continuing – privileging of Standard American 
English and devaluing Indigenous knowledges and 
cultures (Brayboy & Lomawaima, 2018; Jester, 2002)

• Heritage language loss (Siebens & Julian, 2011); non-
Standard American English (Leap, 2012)

• Barriers to culturally sustaining, equitable schooling 
(Barnhardt, 2001; McCarty & Zepeda, 1995; Spring, 2016)
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English learner education context

• Protected status of students

• Core elements: (1) identification; (2) English 
development service provision; (3) accessible 
content service provision; (4) annual evaluation; 
and (5) exit

• Attached to federal and state funding; varies by 
state

• Focused on immigrant-origin (Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2016; 
Villegas, 2020)

• Differentiated definition for Indigenous students
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Indigenous English learner education context
• In 2016, there were 66,714 Indigenous 

ELs (1.35 % of the entire EL population).

• About 8% of American Indian and Alaska 
Native students and 15% of Hawaiian and 
Pacific Islander students are classified as 
EL.

• Indigenous ELs are concentrated in certain 
states/districts. Examples: Montana (three-
quarters of ELs); Alaska (half); 100% in at 
least 68 districts in the U.S.

(OELA, 2020; NCES, 2020)



Why does this matter? How might EL identification impact 
Indigenous students? 

Harm
• Perpetuation of historical imposition of 

English language and use (NIEA, 2020)

• Provision of inappropriate services that 
take away time from instruction (Ryan & Arnaq 
Wilde, 2024)

• Segregation from non-EL classified 
peers and/or stigmatization by teachers 
or peers (Gándara & Orfield, 2012)

• Barriers in accessing instruction/classes 
not available to EL-classified students 
(Biernacki et al., 2023)

Help

• Financial resources (Sugarman, 2021)

• Services that support heritage language 
development/revitalization (Smallwood et al., 2009)

• Services that support academic success 
and/or the ‘language of school’ (Standard 
American English) (Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2016)

• Access to teachers and other educators 
trained to work with multilingual 
students (Master et al, 2016) 



Federal policy context: ESSA EL definition
ESEA Section 8101(20)(C) 
An individual:
(A) who is aged 3 through 21;
(B) who is enrolled or preparing to enroll in an elementary or secondary school; AND
(C) (i) who was not born in the United States or whose native language is a language 

other than English; or
 (ii) who is a Native American or Alaska Native, or a native of the outlying areas; 

and who comes from an environment where a language other than English has had 
a significant impact on the individual’s level of English language proficiency; or 

 (iii) who is migratory, whose native language is a language other than English, and 
who comes from an environment where a language other than English is dominant 

AND 
(D) Whose difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English language 
may be sufficient to deny the individual
 (i) the ability to meet the challenging State academic standards 
 (ii) the ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of 

instruction is English; or
 (iii) the opportunity to participate fully in society. 



ESEA Section 8101(20)(C) 
An individual:
(A) who is aged 3 through 21;
(B) who is enrolled or preparing to enroll in an elementary or secondary school; AND
(C) (i) who was not born in the United States or whose native language is a language 

other than English; or
 (ii) who is a Native American or Alaska Native, or a native of the outlying areas; 

and who comes from an environment where a language other than English has had 
a significant impact on the individual’s level of English language proficiency; or 

 (iii) who is migratory, whose native language is a language other than English, and 
who comes from an environment where a language other than English is dominant 

AND 
(D) Whose difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English language 
may be sufficient to deny the individual
 (i) the ability to meet the challenging State academic standards 
 (ii) the ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of 

instruction is English; or
 (iii) the opportunity to participate fully in society. 

Federal policy context: ESSA EL definition



Turn & Talk
What brought you to this session today?

What interests or experiences do you have 
with this topic?

What questions do you have and hope to 
answer?



Research Questions

1. To what extent do state EL leaders know and understand federal and state EL 
identification policies for Indigenous students? How does their level of 
understanding influence their implementation of Indigenous EL identification 
policy?

2. To what extent do state EL leaders:
    (1) have knowledge of the context of schooling for Indigenous populations?
    (2) engage with Indigenous stakeholders in their state?
    How do these factors influence their work around Indigenous EL identification?



Who are state EL leaders and what do they do? 

• Legislature makes binding education law
• State Education Agency as policy intermediary

̶ Interpreting federal and state law
̶ Providing guidance and tools
̶ Monitoring districts’ implementation
̶ Providing training and resources

• EL leaders – lead EL/Title III activities within state agency
̶ Often siloed



Data & Methods
Data
• Interviewed state EL leaders from 25 states about

• Knowledge/interpretation of federal and state EL policies
• Indigenous students and stakeholders in their state
• Types of EL services offered to Indigenous students
• Opinions about current Indigenous EL policies and 

practices
• EL leaders were invited to include other SEA leaders in the 

interview (Title VI, etc) 

Methods
• Data-driven codebook consisting of major emergent themes
• Analytic memos synthesizing each of three parent codes



Do state EL leaders impact Indigenous EL 
identification? If so, how?

 



State EL Leaders’ Work Impacts Indigenous EL Identification

• Writing non-regulatory statewide guidance documents on EL education

•  District monitoring and targeted support

•  Providing consultation, training, and professional development

• In most states, leaders’ work omitted Indigenous EL identification, likely 
leading to undifferentiated identification.  

We have some [districts] that are far ahead of the curve and others that are still learning. So, part of our work 
often is to look at those Title III applications, look at what kinds of things folks are doing in their districts, and 
then also try to provide them with support and connect them with our Office of Native Education and all of the 

resources that they're providing so that they can be culturally and linguistically responsive.



To what extent do state EL leaders know and 
understand the differentiated EL definition for 

Indigenous students?

How does their level of understanding influence 
their work on Indigenous EL identification?   



State EL Leaders Communicated Gaps in Understanding and 
Specific Questions around Indigenous EL Identification

• State EL leaders from 12 of the 25 states had little information or knowledge of how to 
interpret ESSA’s Indigenous EL definition.

• Two areas of confusion:
• Who counts as “Native American or Alaska Native, or a native of the outlying areas”?
• What does “significant impact” and “who comes from an environment” mean?

• Many state leaders were not actively engaging in Indigenous EL identification practices.

Nobody's really put guidance on significant impact and what is 
significant to me may not be significant to the administration in 

the next building over or the next cube over.

I was aware that [the Indigenous EL definition] was there. But 
beyond that I guess I probably haven’t pondered it much.



To what extent are state leaders knowledgeable 
about and collaborating with Indigenous 

stakeholders? 

How does this level of engagement influence their 
work on Indigenous EL identification?   



Many State EL Leaders Had Limited Specific Knowledge and Little 
Engagement with Indigenous Stakeholders in Their States 

• Leaders from 11 states discussed the history of colonization, including language loss.
• Many leaders didn’t know who Indigenous students and stakeholders were in their state.
• Only leaders from 4 states spoke of collaboration with Tribal governments and Indigenous 

communities.
• Limited knowledge of and collaboration with Indigenous stakeholders led to inaction.

I think there's an acknowledgment here that there's been damage done by the educational system in the United States to Native 
families. And testing a student for their English skills, especially on an assessment that really is designed for non-native English 

speakers, can feel, again, like a system imposing itself and determining what that student needs and doesn't need.

I’m just not aware of any major Indigenous groups in our state to work with.



What questions or concerns do state EL leaders 
have about the identification of Indigenous 

students as ELs?

How do these concerns influence their work on 
Indigenous EL identification?   



State EL leaders felt that resources and guidance to promote 
relevant and beneficial EL services for Indigenous students are 
lacking.
• Leaders from 11 states were concerned that Indigenous ELs in their state were being served 

exclusively through services, largely inappropriate, designed for immigrant-origin EL 
students.

• Conflicting views:
• EL services should meet students’ individual needs, not group needs (7 states).
• EL services for Indigenous students should be different (11 states)

• Culturally-sustaining & Indigenous language revitalization

• Academic English development 
We're moving towards dual-language types of models with 

Tribal languages. …. It's about supporting English skills, but 
also supporting Tribal language skills and that regrowth of 

Tribal languages here. 

What I would hate to see is this influx in identification [of 
Indigenous students] and no services to support that 

identification, which I think is a real risk. 



Implications of our work:
• State EL leaders, who are critical to policies and practices regarding the identification of 

Indigenous students as ELs, need the understanding, relationships, and skills to work in this area. 

• Clarity on the meaning and intent of the differentiated definition is needed from the federal 
government. State and local leaders and educators can press the DoE for this clarity. 

• State EL leaders should incorporate Indigenous students’ and families’ interests in EL policy and 
planning through Tribal consultation and other means such as collaboration with state Indian 
Education/Title VI divisions.

• Local educators and leaders can also work with Indigenous families and leaders in their 
communities to ensure that EL identification and services are appropriate, accessible and meeting 
their needs and interests. 

• There is a need to reconsider and broaden the types of supports available to Indigenous students 
classified as ELs, especially with regard to Indigenous language revitalization programs (as seen 
in federal NAM grants).





Advice to give
• What knowledge do you think state EL leaders need for their 

work with Indigenous English learner education?
• What kinds of engagement and collaboration practices should 

state EL leaders have with Indigenous stakeholders?



Thank you!

Ilana Umansky – ilanau@uoregon.edu

Taiyo Itoh – titoh@uoregon.edu
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