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Days after the U.S. Supreme Court heard a case on English Language Learner (ELL) 
policy that pit limited-government proponents in Arizona against advocates of 
bilingual education, researchers, policymakers and education practitioners unveiled 
Friday some of the best ways to narrow the achievement gap among ELL and other 
underserved groups during a policy breakfast series at New York University. 
  
Hosted by the NYU Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and Human 
Development, the third session of “Closing the Achievement Gap: Facing the 
Challenges from Outside the Classroom” zeroed in on three innovative and promising 
programs.  
  
At one program, Internationals Network for Public Schools, the graduation rate for 
ELL students is 65 percent for four-year graduates, as compared to 23.5 percent for 
ELL students in the New York City public school system, said Dr. Claire E. Sylvan, 
founding executive director and president of INPS, a nonprofit that supports high 
schools with late-entry immigrant groups. 
  
“It’s not a question of separating language from content and leveling students,” said 
Sylvan, underscoring that, when dealing with ELL students, teachers must teach both 
a subject and a language. Sylvan emphasized that ELL students should not be 
separated from the rest of the class and should be engaged, regardless of English 
proficiency level. 
  
Teaching ELL students in subject-area classes can be done, she said, by doing more 
hands-on projects in the classroom and requiring apprenticeships. “The model for 
adult learning and the model for student learning mirror each other,” she added.  
  
Inaugurated in the 1990s, there are now 10 INPS schools in New York City and one 
in Oakland, Calif., and another will be opening in San Francisco in August. What 
differentiates these schools – which some audience members said seemed like 
independent or charter schools – is that they offer ELL students a close-knit, 
supportive environment with rigorous academic standards. Since about 70 percent of 
the students at INPS schools have been separated from one or both parents in their 
lifetime and 30 percent are undocumented, Sylvan said creating a supportive, 
family-like environment is crucial to serving this group of students.  
  
Dr. Glynda Hull, a professor of language and literacy, society and culture at the 
University of California, Berkeley, and co-founder of the after-school program Digital 
Underground Storytelling for Youth (DUSTY), also highlighted the importance of 
offering children from underserved communities supportive, educational 
environments.  

  
DUSTY is a program in which children interact with undergraduate and graduate 
students to create multimedia projects. “The digital world can be exploited in ways 

http://www.internationalsnps.org/
http://oaklanddusty.org/


we have not begun to imagine,” Hull said, who added that programs need to be 
careful not to create a two-track system in which all underperforming students only 
receive remediation and tutoring and higher-performing students get the chance to 
participate in the creative aspects of after-school activities.  
  
Connecting the community with the school is another way of addressing the critical 
needs of students, said Dr. Mary Walsh, the Daniel E. Kearns Professor of Urban 
Education and Innovative Leadership at Boston College and co-director of Boston 
Connects, a school-community-university partnership. Freshly minted educators 
especially should reach out to community groups for support, Walsh said.  
  
Boston Connects has established an individualistic approach that assesses the 
strengths of students and helps them remedy their weaknesses. The results? Test 
scores reveal that students who have received resources have improved in reading 
and writing, according to Walsh.  
  
The education policy breakfast series came to a close with one audience member 
asking how to deal with the anti-immigrant backlash against educating 
undocumented students. Sylvan stated that, while INPS focuses on educating 
students, informing the public of the greater social benefit of educating all members 
of the community is one way to deal with the political affront. 
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