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EngLish LanGuage

HelPing

LeaRners

ThrIvE 
P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  S T E P H E N  C H E R R Y

An innovative new initiative in
Prince George’s County is addressing the 

needs of English language learners.



14  ACTIONLINE   APRIL 2016

At the International High School in Langley 
Park (IHSLP) in Prince George’s County, 
every student has a laptop, a Rosetta Stone 
account, and a story—often unimagina-
ble—about how they 
came to America.  

Their stories are 
similar, but different. 
Often traumatized 
by things they have 
seen or done, unsure 
of their futures, and 
many times truly 
alone, they come 
from 19 countries 
and speak 13 lan-
guages. They are at 
once children and 
adults—with histories as complicated and 
episodic as any 50-year-old. While their 
stories are beyond what many of us can 
comprehend, the successes that follow are 
astonishing for their advocates. 

IHSLP teacher Daniel Sass tells this 
story: “The other day, I disciplined a 
student for playing a DragonBall-Z video 
game in class. He gave me his video game 
and ultimately submitted the assignment, 
which focused on personal narrative 
writing. When I sat down to grade the as-
signment, which he called, ‘School in My 
Country,’ I saw that he had written about 
oversleeping for school one morning only 
to find out that the two friends with whom 
he walked to school every day were robbed 
and killed on their way to school. He is still 
very much a teenager, but his experiences 
have been incredibly adult-like.

“Addressing this paradox is my most 
interesting challenge,” says Sass. “My 
students have experienced so much loss 
in their lives. Some have left behind family 
and friends to come to the United States. 
Others have witnessed violence in their 
home countries. The challenges that 
continue to remind me why I love my job 

are those that highlight the dichotomy 
between childhood and adulthood.”

The 100 students at IHSLP are part of 
a new initiative in the county—a start-up 

high school dedicat-
ed solely to English 
language learners 
(ELLs). They are 
the first class, ninth 
graders helping to 
create a new model 
for improving the 
educational out-
comes of immigrant 
students.            
 As they move to
10th grade, a new 
class of freshmen 

will come in and so on, until there is a 
full 9–12 student body. There is one other 
school like it in Prince George’s County, 
the International High School at Largo, and 
only 22 others in the country. 

Carlos Beato, the founding principal, 
is from the Dominican Republic. He was an 
ELL student in New York City and under-
stands instinctively and in practice what 
students need even 
as he is creating 
how to get it for 
them. He designed 
the school’s program
and hand-picked his 
small staff with a 
clear picture of his 
goals in mind—to 
create an innova-
tive, mastery-based 
learning environ-
ment for ELL 
students. To get 
there, he chose applicants who were cul-
turally competent and eager to contribute, 
engage with students, collaborate with 
peers, and grow as a team. The education 
support staff plays a part, too. Each one 

has their own immigration story which 
adds to the inclusive school culture. 

In Langley Park, a neighborhood of Blad-
ensburg in Prince George’s County and 
home to IHSLP, 80% of homes speak 
a language other than English, 13% of 
children live without their own parents, 
most of the adults have a less than a 9th 
grade education, and 91% of students are 
FARMS students. 

IHSLP draws students from Langley 
Park and northern Prince George’s 
County, which is home to 50% of the ESOL 
student population in the county. Eight-one 
percent of the students are from Span-
ish speaking countries, mostly in Central 
America. Thirteen students are designated 
as unaccompanied youth.

There are nearly 60,000 ELL students 
in Maryland. Montgomery County has 
the highest number (22,324), followed by 
Prince George’s (18,654), Baltimore County 
(4,032), Anne Arundel (3,559), and Balti-
more City (3,069). According to the Wash-
ington Post, Prince George’s County Public 
Schools enrolled about 8,000 international 

students in 2015; 
50% of them were 
new immigrants, 
including increasing 
numbers of students 
from Burma, Sene-
gal, Liberia, and Hai-
ti. The top five home 
languages of the 
state’s ELL students 
are Spanish, French, 
Chinese, Amharic, 
and Vietnamese.
Opening a school 

dedicated entirely to these students is not 
without controversy. The Prince George’s 
County NAACP questioned the legality of a 
school like IHSLP saying it violated Brown 
v. Board of Education by segregating 

“THE STUDENTS WHO FIND SUCCESS FIRST ARE THE ONES WHO CAN LEARN FROM THEIR FAILURES AND THEIR 
STRUGGLES. THEY ARE THE ONES WHO ARE CONSTANTLY SEEKING NEW OPPORTUNITIES.”  —DANIEL SASS
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StuDen t s  S p eAk :
E N G L I S H  L A N G U A G E  L E A R N E R S  F I N D  T H E I R  W A Y 

JHARANA RAI
 Age: 15
 Birthplace: Nepal  
 Language: Nepali 

I am not sure what I want 

to do in the future, but I 

think I want to do something 

with medicine. I want to 

work a part-time job to help 

my family pay for college, 

and I want to travel to other 

countries in the world. 

My teachers have helped 

me so much, and my friends 

too. They help me learn 

English and adjust to life in 

a new country so that one day 

I can achieve my dreams.

MIKIAS BASSA
 Age: 16
 Birthplace: Ethiopia 
 Language: Amharic

My greatest challenge was 

learning how to speak 

English. When I first came 

to the U.S., I did not know 

how to speak English well. 

One day, my ESOL teacher 

came up with a solution to 

help me. She showed me 

a program called Rosetta 

Stone, and I practiced every 

day. After a month, I learned 

to speak English well and 

understand teachers, and 

now I can communicate with 

everyone in the United States. 

KIMBERLY ORTIZ
 Age: 15
 Birthplace: Guatemala
 Language: Spanish

My school focuses on helping 

me and the other students

learn and perfect our Eng-

lish skills. It is also more 

technology-oriented than 

my old school. I have my own 

computer, so I can keep 

track of my own assignments, 

do all of my work, and 

communicate with my 

teachers. We have several 

classes where the teachers 

teach each topic step-by-

step until we understand the 

material. 

MEINALDO PUENTE
 Age: 16
 Birthplace: Cuba
 Language: Spanish

My passion is art. When I 

had to leave school in Cuba 

to come to the United 

States, it was hard. I made 

lots of drawings, and that 

helped me discover my 

passion. My art taught me 

that I can do anything on 

my own, by myself, because 

I did not have anyone to 

help me. It helped me adjust 

to life in the United States.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE FOR AN IMMIGRANT STUDENT TO MAKE IT?

“Persistence. Or maybe the willingness to embrace the struggle. There are immense amounts of stress and 
frustration that come with learning a new language, adjusting to a new lifestyle, leaving behind friends and 
family, rediscovering oneself socially, and navigating a new educational system. The students who find success 
first are the ones who can learn from their failures and their struggles. They are the ones who are constantly 
seeking new opportunities.” —DANIEL SASS



MY JOURNEY TO AMERICA
Ok! When I was doing 8th grade I had two friends, and the gangs killed them on one day that I didn’t go 
to the school. I think that if that day I been there, I would have gotten killed with them. After that my 
mom said that I can’t still go to the school, because it was very dangerous. After like one month, my 
mom decided to bring me to United States with my sister. She told me on a Friday night that the men 
that were going for me will be at my house for me at Sunday the same week in the morning. And I didn’t 
have nothing ready. I didn’t have an idea that it was coming so fast. Then that night my mom told me also 
that she sent money for us, and we have to go to the bank because we’re going to need money to come. 
And also we need to go to the store and buy some clothes. But that night the store was closed. 
On Saturday morning, I had my final game of the season with my team, and then I chose to go to the field 
and play the game and tell my grandma that she needs to come to the field because I will not have time 
later to go to her home to say goodbye. But she didn’t come, so I didn’t say bye to her. The same day 
after the game, the team made me an impromptu farewell party, and after we did, I went to the store to 
buy clothes to come to America. We did and we finished very late at night, and after my family chose to 
go to a restaurant eat a last meal there. Then I left forever.

IN ENGLISH CLASS, STUDENTS WRITE ABOUT THEIR OFTEN HEARTBREAKING 
JOURNEY TO AMERICA. HERE’S AN EXCERPT FROM THE MEMOIR OF 14-YEAR-OLD 

FRANCISCO, A STUDENT ORIGINALLY FROM EL SALVADOR.
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students and taking away resources from 
others. In an interview with Washington 
D.C.’s WAMU, Odis Johnson, the former 
chair of the African American Studies 
Department at University of Maryland, 
said, “We’re at a situation where we can 
continue down a path towards educational 
isolation, which is something that Latino 
students feel when they’re in classrooms 
where they can’t interact or fully engage 
with the instruction … that has to be one of 
the most pernicious forms of segregation 
where you are actually in the context but 
totally isolated and unable to benefit from 
all that’s going around.”

The schools in Langley Park and Largo 
are part of the Internationals Network 
for Public Schools, which provides guid-
ance, professional development, and other 
supports to school designers/principals 
and staff. All of the schools work under 
the premise that language learning and 
content mastery can happen together. 
IHSLP is also partners with CASA de Mary-
land, which provides essential services 
and supports to students and families with 
access to immigration lawyers, classes 
for parents, housing assistance, and other 
community services. 

Unlike the typically greater homogeneity of 
more affluent suburban schools, a school 
like IHSLP is dynamically heterogeneous. 
Students of the same age may have very 
different life experiences, different levels 
of English proficiency, and different—or 
barely any—experiences in a classroom. 

English teacher Sass and ESOL 
teacher Kristen Ford are co-teachers. 
Ford taught high school English for three 
years before becoming certified in ESOL 
and signing on with IHSLP. “We’re differ-
entiating instruction, but basing it on our 
students’ different levels of proficiency in 
language and content. It’s an asynchro-
nous learning model, so as we work on 
grade-level appropriate content we can 

appeal to the needs of different students 
and their readiness to absorb it,” said Ford. 

The goal is for every student to have 
access to content they can manage and 
master and to progress naturally to the 
next level. At IHSLP, every student has a 
laptop and Google Classroom, and that, 
says Ford, makes a huge difference in 
managing a student’s needs. “What’s chal-
lenging is those moments when higher 
level students are moving through tasks 
at a quicker pace, with more accuracy. 
They feel that they’re doing more, but it’s 
a shifting of the mindset that we’re not 
all on the same page nor do we need to 
be. We tell them that if they want to excel, 
we’re here to help. It’s not more work, it’s 
more learning. And doing well creates 
more opportunities.”

Former ELL student Arnold Somera 
teaches math. “In my classes, students 
are grouped according to their ability in 
math and their language. So when they 
collaborate, they get opportunities to use 
language skills. They talk, they listen, they 
write.” Somera is using his Rosetta Stone 
account to increase his Spanish fluency. 
Other teachers are studying Amharic, the 
national language of Ethiopia, and Tagalog, 
the national language of the Philippines, 
along with English. 

Restorative practices are a part of the 
culture, too. “Our population is often 
disproportionately targeted for things 
like suspensions and expulsions in high 
schools,” says Ford, “so we are helping 
them to think through ‘What is community 
and what is my role in it?’ The students are 
becoming empowered in their decision-
making even if they don’t always make the 
greatest choice. The difference in having 
ELL-only students is that it strips away 
the judgment and fear that I noticed some 
students have in a traditional school. 
“They don’t feel judged by their accent or 
lack of words. They really feel supported. 

You can feel a lower level of stress among 
the students,” Ford adds. The staff heaps 
praise on social worker Lesly Lemus, 
who meets with students in groups and 
individually to help process their feelings 
and emotions. 

Sass and Ford are two of only seven 
teachers in the school. There is one 
teacher for each subject—math, science, 
social studies, art, and physical education, 
plus a guidance counselor, social worker, 
and school secretary. With Beato, they’ve 
worked hard since opening in August 
to establish the culture of engagement, 
autonomy, collaboration, and acceleration 
that drives every student and staffer in 
the portable classrooms that make up the 
school’s campus. “Every decision we make 
has implications, but that’s exciting,” says 
Sass. “And I think the students also feel 
the sense of importance that comes with 
opening a school. Year one is only eight 
months in, and we are already beginning 
to plan for and envision the future.”

Sass shares another story, this time one 
of remarkable success: “At IHSLP, I am 
consistently amazed by Katya. She came 
to the United States from El Salvador by 
herself when she was 10 years old. She 
reunited with her mother, and she im-
mediately sought to learn English and 
succeed in school. Now, she is active in 
the school government and the school 
newspaper, and she serves as the official 
student translator at IHSLP. In April, Katya 
will be accompanying me to Harvard’s 
Latin American Education Forum, where 
she and I will be speaking about education 
in light of migration.” 

 “SCHOOLS IN SOME COUNTRIES GO ONLY AS FAR AS THE FOURTH GRADE. OUR STUDENTS ARRIVE HERE AND ARE EXPECTED TO 
BE IN SCHOOL THROUGH HIGH SCHOOL. WE HAVE TO DETERMINE THEIR SKILL LEVELS AND MOVE FORWARD.” —KRISTEN FORD
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Read more about the Internationals 
Network for Public Schools and 
their pedagogical approach to edu-
cating English language learners at 
internationalsnps.org. 




