
TABLE 1

SELECT ED CHARACT ERIST ICS OF DIST RICT  ESL ST UDENT S
SPRING 1997 

(Percentage Distribution)

Ge nder Age Educa tiona l Goa l
Men 44.5% 18 - 20 17.6% Trans fer 29.5%
W omen 55.5% 21 - 25 24.0% Associate Degree w/o Trans fer 22.3%

26 - 29 15.1% English Language Enrichment 31.0%
Current Se m este r Course-Load 30 - 39 28.4% Certificate 10.1%
Less than 6 Units 24.9% 40 and above 14.9% Self-Enrichment 7.0%
6-12 Units 51.5%
More than 12 Units 23.5% Aca dem ic Ma jor

Ethnicity Bus iness 19.8%
Hispanic 51.4% Computer Sc ience 18.3%

Length of USA Re sidency Asian 32.7% Engineering 9.3%
Less than 1 year 7.7% W hite 8.0% Life Sciences 7.5%
1-2 years 24.7% Filipino 3.3% Arts/Music 6.1%
3 - 5 years 28.6% Black 0.5% Soc ial Science 3.3%
More than 5 years 39.0% Other 4.2% Undecided 35.8%
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INTRODUCTION

The number of immigrant students and other non-
native speakers of English enrolling at the three
District colleges has steadily increased.  District-
wide, the total number of Weekly Student Contact
Hours [WSCH] for ESL classes increased 6.4% from
Fall 1993 to Fall 1996. This increase occurred in the
context of an overall decline in total District WSCH
of 3.4% during the same period of time.

A changing student population poses challenges with
new opportunities.  In order to provide the appropri-
ate instruction in English as a second language
[ESL], we need accurate information about these
students. This task is especially challenging as
immigrant students bring with them a wide variety of
speaking, listening, reading, and writing English
skills.

The cultural and linguistic diversity of the SMCCCD
ESL population is stunning: this study found that
ESL students enrolling at District colleges come
from 61 different countries and speak 49 different
languages. District colleges use common assessment
instruments to recommend appropriate ESL
coursework in as many as five English skill levels.
College ESL programs offer non-native speakers of
English a course of study fitted to individual abilities
in various skill areas.

In order to understand more fully the growing
number of non-native speakers of English, this
group’s salient characteristics are highlighted in this
report.  Although there are differences among the
colleges, the data presented in this report are Dis-
trictwide totals only.  [An earlier version of this
study was published as SMCCCD Board Report No.
97-8-2c.]
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Figure 2
PRIOR EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT IN USA
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Educational Goal. Nearly one-third [31.0%] of the
students indicated English language enrichment
as their primary educational goal while enrolled
in District colleges. Other goals reported were:
Transfer to a four-year college - 29.5%; Associate
Degree without transfer - 22.3%; Vocational
Certificate - 10.1%; and personal self-enrichment
- 7.0%. {See Table 1}

Major. Table 1 displays ESL students choice of
academic major. More than one-third of the
students [35.8%] are “Undecided” regarding their
major. Business [19.8%] and Computer Science
[18.3%] are the most popular majors. These are
followed by: Engineering [9.3%]; Life Science
[7.5%]; Arts/Music [6.1%]; and Social Science
[3.3%].

Country of Origin. Figure 1 displays the native
country of ESL students. The single largest
category of students have emigrated from Mexico
[29.2%]. This group is followed by:  Other
Central American countries - 16.3%; China -
14.8%; South American countries - 12.5%;
Eastern European countries - 8.2%; Japan - 6.7%;
Vietnam - 5.3%; Philippines - 3.4%; and Other
countries - 3.5%.  Overall, ESL students surveyed
have emigrated from 61 different countries.

Prior Education. Figures 2 and 3 present data
representing ESL students prior educational
achievement both within the United States and in
their native land.  Figure 2 indicates that more
than one-third [35.3%] of the students have no
formal schooling in the United States; 28.8%
have attended adult education classes; 22.5%
have completed high school; and 13.4% have
attended another college or university within the
United States.

Figure 3 indicates that ESL students have consider-
ably higher levels of educational attainment
outside of the United States: 41.3% have attended
or graduated from a baccalaureate degree granting

STUDY DESIGN

A survey was administered to SMCCCD students
enrolled in ESL coursework at Cañada College, College
of San Mateo, and Skyline College during Spring 1997.
Surveys were administered to students enrolled in a total
of 73 sections of English Composition, Reading, Listen-
ing and Speech courses. 878 valid questionnaires were
returned for analysis. In order to avoid double-counting,
students were instructed not to complete surveys if they
had previously completed one in another ESL class.

FINDINGS: ESL STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS

Table 1 presents a profile of the Districtwide ESL
student population.
Gender. The proportion of female students is somewhat

greater than that of male students enrolled in ESL
coursework: 55.5% vs. 44.5%. {See Table 1} This is
nearly identical to the total District student population
of 55.7% female vs. 44.3% male.

Age. 41.6% of ESL students are 25 years of age or less -
- compared to 46.7% of all District students. Only
14.9% are more than 40 years old -- compared to
22.8% of all District students. {See Table 1}

Ethnicity. Table 1 displays ethnicity data. [For purposes
of comparison, the proportional share of each group’s
enrollment within the total District student population
is shown in brackets.]  This data indicates that His-
panic students comprise 51.4% [20.5%] of the ESL
population, followed by Asian - 32.7% [7.9%]; White
- 8.0% [51.6%]; Filipino - 3.3% [9.4%]; Black - 0.5%
[4.6%]; and Other/Unknown - 4.2% [6.0%].

Length of USA Residency.  Survey results indicated that
many ESL students are relatively recent arrivals to the
United States. Nearly one-third [32.4%] of students
have lived in the United States two years or less;
61.0% have lived here 5 years or less. {See Table 1}

Current Semester Units. Nearly one-quarter [23.5%] of
the students are enrolled in 13 units or more; 51.5% in
6 - 12 units; and 24.9% enrolled in less than 6 units.
{See Table 1}
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15.4%; other European languages - 2.7%; and
Middle Eastern languages - 1.0%.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this survey underscore the significant
challenges District ESL faculty face in addressing
the needs of a diverse student population in a county
undergoing major demographic changes.  These
challenges appear to be in the following areas.
A. Diversity of Cultures and Languages. As noted

above, ESL students come from 61 countries and
speak 49 languages. There are also significant
demographic differences among the Colleges. For
example,  more than one-half [56.4%] of Cañada’s
ESL students are from Mexico—this compares to
23.1% for CSM and 23.3% for Skyline.  Simi-
larly, a greater proportion of CSM and Skyline
ESL students come from Asian countries—18.5%
and 19.6%, respectively—as compared to 8.7%
for Cañada.

B. Diversity of Educational Preparation. Figures 2,
3, and 4 indicate the extremely wide disparity in
English skill levels of the ESL population. At one
extreme, ESL students matriculate with no
previous formal study of English and have little or
no formal schooling either in their native land or
in the United States. On the other hand, ESL
students matriculate with several years of English
study, completed baccalaureate studies in their
native land, or, in the case of younger students,
have received diplomas from American high
schools and/or attended other colleges in this
country.

These vast differences speak to the need for a
complex and comprehensive ESL curriculum able to
provide English language instruction at several skill
levels. Moreover, it requires a highly sensitive set of
English language assessment and diagnostic tools
and a knowledgeable counseling staff capable of
guiding students to the appropriate coursework.

institution; and 41.5% have high school equiva-
lent experience.

Prior Study of English. Figure 4 presents data
regarding the number of years ESL students have
engaged in the study of English outside the
United States. This data indicates that 30.6% have
had no previous study and an additional 27.5%
have only 1-2 years of formal study. 23.4% of
students have studied English 6 years or more.

FINDINGS: ENGLISH LANGUAGE
ACTIVITIES OUTSIDE OF THE CLASSROOM

Students were asked a series of questions about their
English language activities outside of the ESL
classroom. Student responses provide a profile of the
nature and extent of ESL students’ use of English in
day-to-day activities. {See Figures 5 - 7}
Speaking English Outside of the Classroom. Figure 5

indicates that most ESL students regularly use
English in daily conversation: 53.4% report
speaking English “almost always” or “frequently.”
Another 34.5% report speaking English “some of
the time”; only 12.1% indicate that they “rarely”
use English in conversation.

Reading English for Leisure. Data presented in
Figure 6 indicates that most ESL students regu-
larly read English language material for leisure
(i.e. other than classroom assignments): 55.3%
report reading leisure English materials “almost
always” or “frequently.”  Another 36.3% report
reading English for leisure “some of the time”;
only 8.5% indicate that they rarely use English
reading materials for other than classroom assign-
ments.

Television Viewing Patterns. The survey instrument
questioned students about the primary language
used in their preferred television broadcasts.
Figure 7 indicates that 57.7% of ESL students
most frequently viewed English language televi-
sion programming. Foreign language broadcasts
include: Spanish - 23.2%; Asian languages -
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For further information, please contact the
Office of Articulation and Research.
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Figure 6
FREQUENCY OF READING ENGLISH MATERIALS FOR LEISURE
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Figure 5
FREQUENCY OF SPEAKING ENGLISH OUTSIDE OF THE CLASSROOM
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C. Learning English as a Second Language. There
are, of course, numerous theoretical issues relat-
ing to the teaching and learning of English as a
second language. One overriding measure of the
success of ESL instruction is the degree to which
students engage in English language activities
outside the formal environment of the classroom.
Figures 5 - 7 provide important data regarding the
extent to which ESL instruction has an absolute
positive effect on students’ acquisition of En-
glish—as indicated by the use of English in non-
instructional settings. Survey responses indicate
that a majority of ESL students speak English,
choose English leisure reading materials, and
watch English language television programming
“frequently” or “almost always.” This data
provides encouragement to faculty who are
continually seeking ways of expanding their
students’ facility with the English language.
Conversely, the fact that a significant minority of
survey respondents report no study of English
outside the United States, suggests that many of
these students may need several semesters of
studies in adult school or community colleges
before they can adequately prepare to pursue their
career goals.

D. Educational Goal Clarity. One of the most
important functions of a community college is to
assist students in arriving at clearly defined
academic goals. As shown in Table 1,  ESL
students have high levels of goal clarity—as
measured in terms of specific educational objec-
tives and the declaration of an academic major.
Nearly two-thirds [64.2%] of these students have
decided upon specific academic majors. More-
over, 61.9% of students intend to either transfer,
complete Associate Degree requirements, or
Vocational Certificate requirements.  However,
the fact that more than one-third [35.8%] of
respondents are “undecided” about their aca-
demic major, poses additional challenges to
college counseling and advising services.

The changing demographics of San Mateo County
indicate both an aging population and a population
that is becoming increasingly diverse among the
younger age groups.  The number of District stu-
dents who are not native speakers of English and
who need ESL classes will probably continue to
increase over the next several years.  The informa-
tion from this study should be helpful as the col-
leges plan to accommodate these increases and
enhance the learning environment and support
systems appropriate for this important group of
students.


