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Parents for a Global Education Association 
 

Responses from new School Committee candidate EMILY DEXTER: 
 
1. How would you balance Cambridge families’ desire for world languages in 

elementary school within the constraints of the available time, assuming no changes 
to the length of the school day? 
I would like to see the discussion of K-5 world language start with the question: “How 
can we reinstate world language study within the constraints of a six hour day?” rather 
than, “Here are the reasons we can’t teach it, one of which is the day is too short.” As 
someone who has advocated very strongly for the K-5 world language program that was 
envisioned in the Innovation Agenda proposal, this has been a frustrating response.  Last 
year Baldwin parents wrote letters and spoke at School Committee meetings asking to be 
able to pilot a world language program at their school. To my mind, piloting a program in 
one school, where the staff can experiment with different approaches and structures, is 
the ideal situation.  Though it was four years since the Innovation Agenda had been 
passed, the Baldwin School was not granted this request. Parents have lobbied 
vociferously for K-5 world language every year since 2011, but every year there is 
another reason why it can’t be done. 
 
I would also say that the idea that world language is an “optional” subject for elementary 
school students (as compared with science, art, music, social studies) reflects a lack of 
understanding about the importance of studying another language, particularly when 
students are young. The fact that languages are not taught in most schools until 6th grade 
conveys to students that it is a lesser subject and essentially an add-on. 
 
There are many ways that world languages could be taught within the current school day, 
and I expect that the world language coordinator, Jim Kelleher, would have many good 
ideas.  Different schools could pilot different approaches, including: 1) creating semi-
immersion settings such as pairing world language with art, music, or gym, with a world 
language teacher as co-teacher, 2) incorporating it into the ELA curriculum, 3) including 
it several times per week as part of morning meeting or lunch.  If each school was 
assigned one world language teacher in the language chosen by the school council, the 
teacher could work with the rest of the faculty to try different approaches. 
 
When a district values something, it finds a way to teach it. 

 
2. What steps do you feel the school committee can take to support recruitment of low-

income families to the Cambridge immersion programs, to ensure families of all 
background can benefit from these programs? 
This is a very tough issue because the immersion programs, like the former “alternative” 
programs such as King Open and Graham and Parks, have always been popular with 
middle class, college-educated parents, but not with lower-income parents. (The 
exception was Amigos in the early years, when there were many lower-income Latino 



families in East Cambridge. With gentrification, there are fewer lower-income families 
from different language groups in Cambridge.) Once higher-income families dominate a 
program or school, it is hard to persuade lower-income families to go to the school. (And 
vice versa.)  In addition, many lower-income families are immigrant families who already 
speak another language at home, so their children will already be bilingual without 
enrolling in an immersion program; their priority may be for their child to learn English 
in a “100% English immersion school.” 
 
One strategy would be for the district to have a public awareness campaign around the 
value of students learning another language, which would include a clear timetable for a 
rollout of world language programs in all the elementary schools.  Such a campaign could 
target the preschool programs, when parents are considering their lottery choices. 
 
Having a language taught in every elementary school would also reduce the 
“differentness” of the immersion programs because they would be one step away from 
the other programs in terms of language teaching versus two steps.  It would also reduce 
the middle class pressure on the immersion programs (the press to get in) because parents 
would feel that their children would have some language education in any school, rather 
than only in the immersion programs and Ni Hao.  I don’t know if the co-location of Ni 
Hao and Chinese Immersion in the King School is resulting in lower-income families 
applying, though it doesn’t look like it is having that effect.  The King School should be 
considered a pilot of how to blend a FLES approach to Chinese (Foreign Language in 
Elementary Schools) with an immersion approach, and how to bring both communities of 
parents together across social class lines.  I hope someone is doing a case study! 
 
The district has changed dramatically since I started out as a CPS parent in 1997, before 
the Unz Initiative.  At that time there were bilingual programs in almost every CPS 
elementary school, including in Haitian Creole and Korean. Multilingualism was 
everywhere, and consciousness about the value of non-English languages was high.  Now 
non-English languages have been sequestered into SEI or ESL classes and immersion 
programs.  The elementary schools also functioned as cultural centers for their language 
groups, which is another way to expand awareness of the immersion programs. For 
example, h adult courses in English or in the target language could be taught in the 
evenings (if this isn’t happening already).  Having them be the site of cultural 
celebrations, such as Carnivale at Ola, is a great way to educate people about the 
language and culture of the immersion programs. Amigos also needs a larger building so 
it can expand to meet demand; if it can attract a balanced population of students. 

 
This is really an issue of culture, ethnicity, and social class differences in the diverse 
parent body of the Cambridge Public Schools.  It would be helpful to interview parents of 
different social demographics in Cambridge to learn more about their attitudes and beliefs 
about language education, including immersion.  But it is not only low-income parents 
who do not prefer immersion.  Many higher income parents do not choose it also.  So it is 
complex, particularly when there is also a need to balance programs by home language 
(i.e. to have students already fluent in the target language.) 
 



The relatively low proportion of lower-income families in the immersion programs is a 
serious problem, because it gives the programs a reputation for eliteness that is contrary 
to the goals of the whole Cambridge community, including the immersion programs, 
which values schools that are economically balanced and racially integrated. The small 
percentage of students with disabilities in the immersion programs is another challenge 
for the district and for the immersion schools themselves. 
 
I would say this is one of the biggest challenges the School Committee faces, and it has 
spent enormous amounts of time discussing how to deal with the immersion programs in 
the lottery.  There are no easy answers, but the more information the School Committee 
has about why people are and are not choosing immersion programs, and the more public 
awareness there is about what immersion education looks like (not just its value but how 
it actually works), the more likely the Committee will be able to make good policy. 
 

3. What level of resources should the District provide to support the Ola Portuguese 
and Chinese immersion programs in middle school? 
The middle schools should have 6th-8th grade courses in Portuguese and Chinese that are 
at the level of the students coming from the immersion programs, or teach some subject-
matter courses in their upper school in Portuguese or Chinese (such as science or social 
studies.) The opportunities should be similar to those provided in Amigos.  This would 
show a genuine commitment to bilingualism as a district goal for immersion students, not 
just using the elementary programs to showcase the Cambridge Public Schools. 

 
4. How could the Sheltered English immersion programs work together with Amigos, 

Ola and Chinese immersion? 
The SEI programs and the immersion programs should be in close communication, with 
the district-level coordinators working together and the teachers meeting periodically.  
The goals of the two types of programs are the same: for students to learn two languages, 
and for students not fluent in English to learn English and retain their home language. 
 
In terms of encouraging non-English speaking students to join an immersion program 
rather than an SEI program, the enrollment patterns are tricky.  Some SEI students are 
here for only one or two years as their parents complete a graduate program; if they enroll 
in an immersion program they will take the spot of a Cambridge family who intends to 
stay here for the duration. 
 
For SEI students who are not here temporarily, their parents should be told about both 
program options, but encouraged to join the immersion program as a first option. 
(Though how to deal with this in the lottery is another question.) SEI programs should 
also be seen as “feeder” schools into the immersion programs: A newly arrived student 
spends one year in an SEI classroom and then transitions into an immersion program.  
This would allow new families to enter immersion after kindergarten, and provide more 
native speakers for the immersion programs. 
 
Again, it would be helpful if the School Committee had much more and better 
information about who is enrolling in the SEI programs—income and social class 



information, country and language of origin, how long students are staying in SEI, etc. 
Like the special education programs, the immersion and SEI programs are viewed by 
most people in the district as “different,” “ancillary,” and “peripheral” because people 
don’t know enough about them.   

 
5. What languages do you consider to be the most important for students to learn in 

the 21st century? 
I don’t think any language is more important than others.  Imagine the value of being a 
Cambridge high school graduate who is bilingual in Swahili and English, the kinds of 
worlds that would open up to that person. In fact, many of our graduates are bilingual or 
trilingual due to family of origin, not formal study. One current School Committee 
candidate, Elechi Kadete, is bilingual in Swahili and English because his family is from 
Tanzania. The issue is more one of practicality than value.  What languages can be 
reasonably well taught from kindergarten through 12th grade?  Since CPS has not yet 
figured out how to teach any world language in a six-hour day outside of an immersion 
framework, the question is almost moot.  But considering what languages should be 
taught in the early grades before high school, Chinese, Spanish, Portuguese and French 
would be the start, since they are all taught at the high school. Arabic is also taught at the 
high school, and there may be a time in the future when an elementary school in 
Cambridge teaches Arabic as its main elementary language.  Another approach would be 
what Brookline does, which is teach Spanish in all the schools except their Chinese 
immersion program, rather than offering different languages in different non-immersion 
schools. This would avoid the difficulty of having to support diverse language programs.  
BB&N also does this: all students study Spanish until middle school, at which point they 
can continue with Spanish or start a new language. 
 
Thank you for these great questions.  I have been a major advocate of expanding world 
language instruction in CPS schools, and have initiated letter-writing campaigns and 
petitions, and spoken at public comment a dozen times trying to have it funded in the 
budget. I have written about the lack of world language in our schools on my widely read 
blog, Public School Notes: Reports, Essays, and Grassroots Information about the Public 
Schools. Four years after the Innovation Agenda was passed, which included a vision of 
K-5 world language taught in all the new JK-5 schools, the topic is still in the “We can’t 
because…” phase.  I’m hoping this will change with the new superintendent, whom I am 
guessing is bilingual in Chinese and English due to his Chinese-Indonesian heritage. 
 
I feel optimistic that the next chapter in the Cambridge Public Schools will include an 
increased appreciation for global languages and cultures. 
 
Emily Dexter 
New Candidate for School Committee 
www.emilydexterforcambridge.com 
www.publicschoolnotes.wordpress.com 
 

 


