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How do I demonstrate as a TESL educator that I am a culturally efficacious agent

of change who is knowledgeable, community-based, and professional?

Before she passed away in 2018, a conversation with my maternal grandmother led me

to begin an extensive genealogy study. I discovered government documents that placed my

lineage in Texas for six generations. Mission records put my family further back in Coahuila y

Tejas and assigned various racial combinations to my ancestors the further back I went in

Mexican mission records. Striking was the oral family histories and geographical tracking

connecting me to cruel and dehumanizing acts against enslaved and escaped peoples, gente

Indígena, Mestizos, Tejanos, and Mexicanos on this very land we have inhabited for centuries.

Furthermore, my confusion about documents chasing Texas-born family members back and forth

across the border made sense when I discovered that they were victims of the Mexican

Repatriation Act of 1929, which lasted until 1939. This decade of time led me to find many of

those ancestors in census records from an ejido called Margaritas in Coahuila. The severe irony

of this situation is that I imagine they had once escaped this land when large hacienda owners

stole indigenous villages and forced the people into slavery.

At this point in my research, I had to pause. The more I traveled across time, the more

struggle, pain, war, conflict, colonization, and cultural erasure I found in my story. I have only

vague memories of my great-grandparents and grandparents sharing remnants of their indigenous

pasts, cultural food traditions, ceremonies, and inquietudes of prayers and song. Herein, I

believe, lies my connection and commitment to the refugee, the exiled, the displaced — to the

UNJUSTLY treated. Cultural preservation is a vital tenet in my personal attitude toward working

with diverse communities. Language justice, in particular, has become my vocation as I work
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toward forming a just and solid foundation for second language acquisition practices in

instruction and advocacy.

My first teaching experience was in a self-contained special education class in the early

nineties while completing an undergraduate degree in education. I was an instructional aid at an

impoverished Title 1 school in Del Rio, Texas, where most children spoke Spanish. I am forever

grateful for the experience and the teachers who championed the underserved at our campus.

They instilled in me a truth that disabled learners do not exist; only educators who lack the

passion for reaching and teaching diverse and different-abled students exist. In this space, SLA

instruction was creative, imaginative, bold, and at times desperate. We took all measures to

connect and co-construct meaning and build knowledge with our students. According to Brown

& Lee (2015), a well-informed and eclectic teacher should implement approaches considering

various pedagogical opportunities. For example, we successfully built lessons around holistic

theme-based instruction with highly engaging interaction and consideration of learning styles,

multiple intelligences, and opportunities for discovery through the senses. This experience

helped shape the approaches and methodologies I chose to implement in the classroom for years

to come.

In 2009 I was contracted to establish an adult ESL program for resettled refugees by a

local agency in San Antonio. Because of my experience in the US and overseas, I felt I could

take up the challenge. Students enrolled in the program were survivors of violent persecution,

war, and genocide, directly targeting aspects of their cultural identities. To build a trusting

environment conducive to learning, we first had to create a space of safety and empowerment.

My critical understanding prompted me to implement a community-building pedagogical

approach to establish a climate of positivity, belonging, learning, and celebration. Pentón Herrera
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(2021) noted that this approach includes “ (1) leadership, (2) sense of community, and (3)

egalitarian participation” (p. 266). Also, in line with culturally responsive pedagogy, we

constructed learning opportunities inclusive of all the languages spoken on our campus in

concert with our students' varying backgrounds. We built our program around the valued

practices where our students had agency over the activities we planned with the advantage of

multiple perspectives garnered from their leadership and roles as mentors in a safe and

encouraging space (Weng et al., 2021).

During my eleven years of ESL education with adult learners, I have heard parents’

worries about the schools’ inabilities to meet the needs of their children. These concerns tend to

center on the STAAR test, and many parents reveal that they are often embarrassed or afraid to

talk to teachers. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, I considered how I might make a

more significant impact in my teaching practices and reconcile parent concerns to support their

children's education while simultaneously teaching and empowering them in their own learning.

After looking through the programs offered at UTSA, the MA-TESL course descriptions

intrigued me; rather — DEMANDED my attention. I proceeded to apply and enroll in the

program to become more knowledgeable as an educator and advocate. And I especially wanted

to attain a stronger sense of second language acquisition pedagogical theories and principles to

acquire more confidence in my stance on language politics concerning equity, diversity, inclusion

and belonging.

As I continue to work with newcomer families in support services and where I teach at

NISD’s Adult and Literacy Education program, I am gaining more understanding of my students'

vital roles within and beyond our educational communities, especially within the expanding

spaces where we live, work, and build relationships and alliances. Our new neighbors seeking
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second language acquisition instruction come with rich life experiences deeply rooted in their

cultural identities. Whether skilled caregivers, farmers, engineers, or medical doctors, to name a

few, they carry unique and powerful backgrounds and resources often ignored because of

discriminatory ideology based on how they speak or look. As an educator, my ultimate goal is to

inspire and empower; to question, improve, modify, and build a culture of learning for the benefit

of all students and the community at large by being an agent of change against deficit ideologies

that socialize institutions and perpetuate harmful experiences in and beyond education systems.

UTSA’s MA-TESL program, faculty, support staff, and co-learners have supported me,

challenged me, and ultimately rallied with me in my reach to achieve this goal.

A more profound understanding through research and process in the MA-TESL

coursework has allowed me to implement second language acquisition methods and guiding

principles centered on collaborative learning and sociocultural theory (SCT) with elevated

confidence. More than cooperative, I believe that knowledge building is co-constructed and

managed through interaction and negotiation in solving authentic problems while emphasizing

collective meaning-making from experience and discourse. According to Poehner (2011),

Vygotsky claimed that human cognition arises due to a functional system formed by mental

capabilities, creating and using symbolic cultural artifacts, and emphasizes integrating social,

cultural, and biological elements in SLA processes. Furthermore, Swain et al. (2015) claim that

meaning-making develops by connecting themes centering on authentic content to students’

real-life narratives and promoting learning by considering both the process and contextual

specifics over time.

To date, I have more confidence in integrating my newly acquired knowledge and

understanding of teaching English with a justice-oriented stance with my use of curricula aligned
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with the College and Career Readiness Standards, Texas English Language Proficiency

Standards, and CASAS Competencies. I have moved toward utilizing a digital platform with

embedded teacher-created lessons and its various features such as games, collaboration boards,

quizzes, and polls, to name a few. In this way, I implement skill-building instruction in reading,

writing, listening, and speaking with a translanguaging approach, such as accessing the home

language to strategize, discuss, take notes, and share authentic content from real-life scenarios

(Young Knowles, 2021). Additionally, I  implement career pathway lessons, career exploration

lessons, soft skills lessons, and civics lessons with an instructional model adapted during the

pandemic.

This highly interactive digital design model utilizes visual-slide presentations with

embedded videos, photos, and memes; audio-sound via vlogs and audio recordings; and

spatial-virtual spaces through differentiated instruction, demonstrating multiliteracy pedagogy

that meets the needs of students motivated by different learning styles. This design model also

allows students to access materials outside the classroom, giving them additional time to read,

review, and study the content materials. In this way, learners are more prepared to engage in

group work, discussions, co-constructed presentations, and other workshop-type activities in this

flipped classroom model (Bennet et al.,2021). This approach includes linguistics-translanguaging

(Brown & Lee, 2015) and Funds of Knowledge (Moll et al., 1992).

I have learned that SCT’s attention to social, cultural, and individual interactions lends

well to an instructional environment where community plays a vital role in shaping SLA

processes developing collectively through material environments and interactions (Poehner,

2009). As an example, the lesson presented in my portfolio falls under Career Navigation and

setting Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound (S.M.A.R.T) goals.
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Students were encouraged to make personal and cultural connections while integrating everyday

occurrences and scientific concepts through group interaction, reading text, conducting web

searches, planning for presentations, and engaging in discourse (Merrill et al., 2015).

The above approach encourages the teacher and students to act as co-facilitators affecting

learning through dialogue, asking leading questions, giving examples, prompting, and peer

reviews (Vinogradova & Shin, 2021). In this way, learners move beyond what they can do alone

to what they can co-construct through scaffolding and mediation. Vygotzky (1978), as cited by

Brown and Lee (2015), states that “principles of awareness, autonomy, and authenticity lead the

learner into the zone of proximal development (ZPD)” (p. 80). Perhaps, in one of my proudest

moments, I recently asked my class to respond to the question: “What are the responsibilities of a

student?” All of my students stated that one of their responsibilities is — TO TEACH!

As I reflect on assessment, I think about my students who tend to suffer anxiety when it's

time for progress testing. NISD ALE uses Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems

(CASAS) for baseline assessment, progress testing to certify mastery, and program

recommendations by measuring basic and academic skills in real-world contexts (Brown &

Abeywickrama, 2019). I always acknowledge their feelings, but I also remind my students that

the progress test isn’t the only tool we use to recommend advancement in the program. More

importantly, I remind them that their goal setting and attainment of goals are critical reflections

of their achievements. I tell them that SLA is a lifelong process and that every new context in

which we find ourselves is another opportunity for learning language (Solano-Flores, 2016). I

point out that even as their ESL teacher, I am always in process, ESPECIALLY as I traverse the

scholarly language of the MA-TESL program. I explain that the projects we work on to practice
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and problem-solve for real-world goals and interactions and peer assessments are far more

valuable in assigning progress.

For example, I draw attention to the “Mock Interview” alternative assessment for

speaking and listening. The administrator/interviewer goes over the directions, type of questions,

and interview length with students. The administrator provides time for students to ask any

questions they might have that aren’t content-related. All the students wait in a designated area

until their turn to ensure the interview site is uninterrupted. Two students at a time will come in

as interviewees. According to Sandlund et al. (2016), bringing paired format into an oral

proficiency interview (OPI) resembles the real-life conversation feature, increasing the

assessments' authenticity. Likewise, Brown and Abeywickrama (2018) agree on creating

opportunities for peer interactions in OPIs. Scoring is measurable through peer assessment and

analytical rubric scoring tools.

My teaching philosophy complements my overall stance on teaching English with a

justice orientation centered on sociocultural theory (SCT) and cultural responsive pedagogy

(CRP). In particular, utilizing translanguaging in a multilingual and multicultural environment is

an approach that speaks to each theoretical consideration of CPR: Sociocultural Phenomenon,

mediating through prior knowledge and symbolic tools; Pedagogy as Participatory, building

learning objectives centering on learner knowledge, experiences, and artifacts instead of school

curriculum that students cannot relate to; Pedagogy as Supportive of Students Linguistic Rights,

which encouraged and utilized learners’ entire linguistic repertoire; Pedagogy as Sustainable,

treating a learner’s whole human experience as valuable assets; and Pedagogy as Caring, acting

on and supporting learner needs, interests, and desires (M’Balia & Thomas, 2021, Chapter 4).
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My Curriculum Vitae is filled with myriad accomplishments and demonstrates the many

hats I wear as a cultural activist, educator, and poet. And one thing is clear — my

COMMITMENT to JUSTICE and efforts to integrate diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging

into my practices. Adding my present academic status with UTSA’s MA-TESL is a highlight in

meeting the goals I set for myself at the onset of the pandemic. Placing Founding Member of

Teachers of English for Equity and Diversity punctuates my focus on the opportunity to

synthesize and integrate my experiences with research and collaboration as I move forward in

my studies. I also hope to aid in developing a durable foundation for TEED that meets the needs

of our university community and inspires, especially current and preservice educators, to teach

English for Justice.

My Diversity Statement brings me full circle to the opening of this reflection. The history

of cultural erasure in my ancestry profoundly affects my advocacy and teaching practices. It is a

memory of my paternal grandmother that holds a story of significant loss in the forgotten

language of her song.

Language History

hope unravels in
words

chants once
sung

clench in the
chords

Yohl Ikʼnal
ko’oh

song of loss
and scar

this land is your
body across the
earth

hold my voice
as ash and
longing

Grandmother
eternal struggle
conflict
war

lips press
against quiet
gnash

ko’olelo’
silenciosa

loss seethes
locked inside my
throat,

your lovely
language worthy

Mayan Queen alab óolal
kajakbal



Reflective Essay_ Jennifer Yáñez-Alaniz

My poem aches to connect to a language and chanting ritual I once shared with my

grandmother. It is written in cleave form where I can move from box to box in all directions

manifesting my struggle to make meaning. The cleave poem is paradoxical in its structure and

name. A cleave can be a splitting, or it can be a clinging. My grandmother’s indigenous language

does not exist in this poem, and evident is my desire to connect to her and the chanting she once

shared with me. Unfortunately, I will never know which Indigenous group or amalgam of

Indigenous groups and languages were erased from our identity.

I am driven and committed to enhancing diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging in all

areas of my life, especially as an educator and community activist. Linguistic diversity, in

particular, is crucial to me because languages connect us to our identities as individuals and our

communities (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014). It is essential to advocate for inclusivity and act

against opposing positions in a society where language is often weaponized, politicized, and used

to implement exclusion, discrimination, and violence (Alaniz, 2020).
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