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ESL Students: Understanding Attitudes & Support

Introduction: Defining Attitudes in the ESL Context

Attitudes toward English as a Second Language (ESL) students constitute a complex and
multifaceted area of psycholinguistics and educational psychology, significantly influencing the
academic success, social integration, and psychological well-being of these learners. These
attitudes are not monolithic; they vary widely across different stakeholders, including teachers,
administrators, native English-speaking (NES) peers, and the broader community. Fundamentally,
an attitude is a psychological construct representing an individual's evaluation of a particular entity,
in this case, a group defined by their linguistic status. This evaluation involves cognitive, affective,
and behavioral components, meaning it encompasses what people believe about ESL students,
how they feel about them, and how they subsequently act toward them. Understanding these
interwoven components is crucial because negative attitudes often translate into systemic barriers,
such as reduced educational opportunities, social isolation, and the perpetuation of deficit-based
thinking regarding linguistic minority groups. Conversely, positive attitudes foster inclusive
environments that leverage linguistic diversity as an asset rather than viewing it as a deficiency
that requires remediation.

The study of attitudes toward ESL students is inextricably linked to broader theories of prejudice,
stereotyping, and intergroup relations. When individuals hold negative attitudes, these are
frequently rooted in linguistic biases, ethnocentric views, or stereotypes concerning the students'
country of origin or socioeconomic background, rather than objective assessments of their
capabilities. For instance, a common cognitive stereotype might involve the belief that ESL
students inherently possess lower academic potential, which generates affective responses like
frustration or pity, and behavioral manifestations such as lowered expectations or reluctance to
engage in collaborative learning activities. Therefore, researchers often employ mixed-methods
approaches to fully capture the nuance of these attitudes, moving beyond simple self-report
measures to observe actual interactions and analyze institutional policies that subtly reflect
underlying community sentiments. Furthermore, the sheer diversity within the ESL student
population--spanning varying proficiency levels, cultural backgrounds, ages, and reasons for
learning English--means that attitudes are often directed toward specific subgroups rather than the
entire category, necessitating careful research design to avoid overgeneralization.

Crucially, the educational setting serves as the primary laboratory where these attitudes are
operationalized and internalized. The classroom climate, often dictated by teacher attitudes and
peer interactions, can either validate or marginalize the linguistic identity of the student. When
educators exhibit high levels of linguistic sensitivity and cultural competence, they create a
supportive environment where language acquisition flourishes. However, when teachers display
implicit biases, even subtle non-verbal cues or differential treatment can negatively impact the ESL
student's motivation and self-efficacy, leading to the internalization of negative self-perceptions
regarding their language abilities. This dynamic relationship between external attitudes and internal
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psychological outcomes underscores the necessity of continuous professional development and
awareness campaigns aimed at mitigating prejudice and promoting equity within educational
institutions. The goal is not merely tolerance, but the active appreciation of multilingualism as a
valuable resource in a globalized society.

Theoretical Frameworks of Attitude Formation

Attitudes toward ESL students can be systematically analyzed through several established
psychological and sociological framewaorks, providing explanatory power for how these evaluations
are developed and maintained. One primary framework is the Social Identity Theory (SIT), which
posits that individuals derive part of their self-concept from their membership in social groups (in-
groups). When NES students or teachers identify strongly with the linguistic majority (the in-group),
they may unconsciously or consciously display favoritism toward their own group and exhibit bias
against the linguistic minority (the out-group, i.e., ESL students). This process often involves social
comparison, where the in-group is evaluated positively, sometimes by negatively stereotyping the
out-group to enhance the in-group's status, leading to attitudes that view the ESL student's
language use as deficient rather than merely different. This framework helps explain why peer
rejection or exclusion often occurs, as native speakers seek to maintain group boundaries and
reinforce their own linguistic dominance.

Another highly relevant framework is the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), which suggests that
attitudes, alongside subjective norms and perceived behavioral control, predict behavioral
intentions, which in turn predict actual behavior. In the context of ESL students, a teacher's attitude
(e.g., belief that ESL students require extra time and resources) combines with subjective norms
(e.g., pressure from administration to achieve high standardized test scores quickly) and perceived
control (e.g., belief in one's ability to differentiate instruction effectively) to form an intention. If the
teacher holds a positive attitude but perceives low behavioral control (lacks training or resources),
the resulting positive intention may not materialize into supportive teaching behaviors. Conversely,
a negative attitude, even with adequate resources, can lead to the intention to segregate or
minimize interaction with ESL students. The TPB emphasizes that intervening to change attitudes
must also address the environmental and normative pressures that shape behavioral outcomes.

Furthermore, the concept of Contact Theory, particularly the intergroup contact hypothesis
proposed by Allport, offers a critical perspective on attitude modification. This theory suggests that
under specific optimal conditions, direct contact between majority and minority groups can reduce
prejudice and foster positive attitudes. These optimal conditions typically include equal status
between groups in the contact situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and support from
institutional authorities. When ESL students and NES students work collaboratively on tasks that
require interdependence and shared responsibility, and when the school administration actively
promotes equitable treatment, negative attitudes tend to diminish. However, if contact is superficial,
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competitive, or unequal in status, it can actually reinforce existing negative stereotypes and
exacerbate prejudice, highlighting the need for carefully structured and facilitated interactions
rather than mere proximity.

Manifestations: Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral Components

Attitudes toward ESL students are best understood through their three primary components, each
contributing uniquely to the overall evaluation and subsequent interaction patterns. The cognitive
component refers to the beliefs, thoughts, and knowledge an individual holds about ESL students.
These cognitions often involve stereotypes, generalizations, or factual inaccuracies, such as the
belief that acquiring a second language interferes with cognitive development, or that ESL families
are less involved in their children's schooling. These beliefs, whether explicit or implicit, shape
expectations; for instance, if a teacher believes an ESL student cannot handle rigorous academic
content, they may unintentionally lower the intellectual demand of assignments, creating a self-
fulfilling prophecy where the student's potential remains untapped. Addressing the cognitive
component requires factual education, debunking myths about bilingualism, and highlighting the
significant cognitive advantages associated with multilingualism, such as enhanced executive
function and metalinguistic awareness.

The affective component encompasses the feelings or emotions elicited by the presence or
thought of ESL students. These feelings can range from empathy, admiration, and respect to
frustration, pity, annoyance, or fear. Negative affective responses are often triggered by perceived
communication difficulties or cultural misunderstandings. For example, a peer might feel frustration
when an ESL student struggles to articulate a complex thought, leading to avoidance behavior.
Conversely, positive affective responses, such as genuine warmth and interest in the student's
culture, are crucial for building rapport and trust, which are foundational elements for effective
language acquisition and social integration. It is often the affective component that drives
immediate, unconscious reactions, making it particularly challenging to modify through purely
rational arguments; interventions must therefore incorporate empathy-building exercises and
perspective-taking activities.

The behavioral component refers to the observable actions and intentions toward ESL students.
This is the most visible manifestation of attitudes and includes actions such as seeking out
interaction, offering assistance, ignoring, avoiding, or actively discriminating. In the classroom,
behavioral manifestations include the amount of wait time provided after a question, the grouping
strategies used, the disciplinary measures applied, and the frequency of calling on the student.
Negative behavioral attitudes often manifest as subtle forms of exclusion, known as
microaggressions, such as interrupting an ESL student during speech, correcting grammar
excessively in public, or failing to pronounce their name correctly despite repeated attempts. On
the institutional level, negative behavioral attitudes are reflected in policies that prioritize rapid
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assimilation over cultural maintenance, or those that disproportionately place ESL students in
remedial tracks, effectively limiting their access to core academic curricula. Changing behavior
often requires explicit training in culturally responsive pedagogy and mandatory accountability
measures to ensure equitable treatment across all student populations.

Impact of Teacher Attitudes on Student Outcomes

The attitudes held by classroom teachers are arguably the single most influential factor in
determining the academic and socio-emotional success of ESL students. Teachers serve as
gatekeepers of knowledge and social integration, and their expectations, driven by their underlying
attitudes, profoundly shape the learning environment. Research consistently demonstrates that
when teachers hold high expectations--a behavioral manifestation of a positive attitude--ESL
students are more likely to demonstrate greater effort, higher motivation, and superior academic
achievement. This phenomenon is often linked to the Pygmalion effect, where positive
expectations inadvertently lead to increased support and resources for the student, resulting in
improved performance that confirms the initial positive belief. Conversely, lowered expectations,
often rooted in the cognitive stereotype that language difficulty equates to intellectual deficit, result
in simplified instruction, reduced opportunities for complex language use, and ultimately, curtailed
academic growth.

Beyond academic performance, teacher attitudes significantly impact the ESL student's affective
filter, a concept crucial to second language acquisition theory. A high affective filter--caused by
anxiety, self-consciousness, or lack of motivation--inhibits language input processing. Positive
teacher attitudes, characterized by patience, encouragement, and the creation of a risk-free
learning environment where errors are viewed as natural steps in the learning process, help lower
this filter. When students feel accepted and valued, they are more willing to take risks necessary
for language production. However, teachers who display impatience, ridicule errors, or consistently
correct fluency over meaning elevate the affective filter, leading to classroom silence, withdrawal,
and reduced participation. Therefore, the teacher's affective disposition acts as a critical mediator
between the curriculum and the student's ability to successfully engage with it.

Effective intervention strategies for teachers focus heavily on professional development aimed at
promoting cultural competence and linguistic awareness. This training must move beyond
superficial cultural facts to address deep-seated implicit biases and provide practical tools for
differentiated instruction. Key areas of focus include understanding the difference between Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP),
recognizing that fluency in social contexts does not equate to academic readiness. Teachers must
be trained to recognize the linguistic resources (the student's native language) as an asset to be
leveraged, rather than an obstacle to be overcome. Furthermore, institutional support, including
reduced class sizes, access to specialized ESL support staff, and adequate material resources,
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reinforces positive teacher attitudes by increasing their perceived behavioral control, thus making it
easier for them to implement equitable and effective teaching practices.

Peer Attitudes and Social Integration

The social landscape of the school, dominated by peer interactions, plays a vital role in the
integration experience of ESL students. Peer attitudes, which are often less filtered and more
overtly expressed than adult attitudes, dictate the levels of social acceptance, inclusion, or
marginalization experienced by linguistic minority students. Positive peer attitudes manifest as
genuine curiosity, willingness to communicate despite language barriers, and proactive attempts to
include ESL students in social activities and academic collaborations. These interactions provide
crucial opportunities for natural language practice and acculturation, reducing feelings of isolation
and accelerating linguistic development by providing authentic, high-frequency input.

Conversely, negative peer attitudes frequently result in social exclusion, bullying, and the formation
of segregated social groups. These negative attitudes often stem from linguistic insecurity, where
NES students feel awkward or impatient when communicating with non-native speakers, or from
ethnocentric beliefs learned from family or media. Overt manifestations include teasing about
accents, refusal to work collaboratively, or ostracization during lunch or recess. The psychological
consequences of this social marginalization are severe, often leading to low self-esteem, increased
school anxiety, and a reluctance to engage in spoken communication, which directly impedes
language acquisition. The feeling of being "othered" can be more damaging than academic
struggles alone.

To foster positive peer attitudes, schools must implement structured programs that facilitate
meaningful, cooperative contact between NES and ESL students. Programs based on the
principles of Contact Theory, such as cooperative learning groups where interdependence is
necessary for success, or peer tutoring models where students teach each other content or
language skills, have proven effective. Furthermore, curriculum integration that celebrates linguistic
and cultural diversity--for example, incorporating literature, history, and traditions from the students'
home countries--helps normalize diversity and reframes multilingualism as a valuable skill rather
than a social marker of difference. When positive attitudes are modeled by influential peers, the
entire social dynamic of the school can shift toward greater inclusivity and mutual respect.

Societal and Institutional Attitudes: The Policy Context

Attitudes toward ESL students are not merely individual psychological phenomena; they are deeply
embedded within societal structures and institutional policies. Societal attitudes, often reflected in
media portrayals and political rhetoric regarding immigration and language policies, set the broad
context in which schools operate. If the prevailing societal attitude views non-native speakers as
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economic burdens or threats to cultural homogeneity, these views inevitably filter down into school
board decisions, funding allocations, and curriculum choices. For example, legislative pushes for
"English-only" instruction reflect a strong societal attitude prioritizing rapid linguistic assimilation
over the maintenance of heritage languages, often ignoring the pedagogical benefits of bilingual
education.

Institutional attitudes are visible in the formal and informal policies of a school district. A district that
holds a positive, asset-based attitude toward ESL students will invest heavily in quality bilingual
programs, hire specialized staff, provide extensive material resources in multiple languages, and
ensure equitable access to gifted and talented programs. Such institutions view the linguistic
background of their students as a form of cultural capital. Conversely, institutions with negative or
deficit-based attitudes may offer minimal ESL support, rely on pull-out programs that isolate
students, fail to provide translated communications to parents, and track ESL students
disproportionately into vocational or lower-level academic pathways. These systemic actions,
regardless of the individual teacher's feelings, send a clear message about the value placed on
linguistic diversity.

Evaluating institutional attitudes requires analyzing resource distribution and equity metrics. Key
indicators include the representation of linguistic minority families on advisory boards, the quality of
professional development offered, and the responsiveness of administrative staff to the unique
needs of ESL families. Addressing negative institutional attitudes demands advocacy and systemic
reform. This often involves challenging policies that implicitly or explicitly marginalize students,
ensuring that language support services are integrated into core curricula rather than treated as
separate remedial efforts, and promoting leadership that champions linguistic diversity as a core
tenet of educational excellence. The shift from a "problem" orientation (viewing the student's
language difference as the issue) to an "asset" orientation (viewing the student's bilingualism as a
strength) is the hallmark of positive institutional attitude change.

Factors Influencing Attitude Development

The formation of attitudes toward ESL students is a dynamic process influenced by a confluence of
personal, social, and cultural factors. One significant determinant is prior experience. Individuals
who have had positive, meaningful interactions with non-native speakers, either personally or
professionally, are far more likely to develop favorable attitudes. Conversely, limited or negative
interactions, perhaps characterized by communication frustration or misunderstanding, can solidify
negative biases. This highlights the importance of creating controlled, positive contact opportunities
early in educational and professional careers.

Another powerful factor is ethnocentrism and linguistic bias. Ethnocentrism is the belief that
one's own culture or way of life is superior to others, often leading to the judgment of different
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cultural practices or accents as inferior or deficient. Linguistic bias specifically targets language
use, where non-standard accents or grammatical errors are interpreted as markers of lower
intelligence or competence, rather than simply stages in language acquisition. These biases are
often implicitly learned through societal norms and media representations that privilege standard
native-speaker norms. The more rigid an individual's ethnocentric worldview, the more resistant
they are likely to be to positive attitude change regarding linguistic diversity.

Finally, training and knowledge play a crucial role, particularly for educators. Teachers who lack
specific training in second language acquisition (SLA) theory and culturally responsive teaching
often develop frustrated or negative attitudes because they feel unprepared or incapable of
meeting the students' needs. This feeling of low self-efficacy can manifest as avoidance or
resentment. Comprehensive professional development that equips teachers with both theoretical
knowledge (e.g., understanding the stages of interlanguage development) and practical strategies
(e.g., scaffolding techniques) significantly increases their perceived behavioral control and fosters
more patient, positive, and supportive attitudes toward their ESL learners.

Strategies for Positive Attitude Intervention

Effective intervention strategies aimed at cultivating positive attitudes toward ESL students must be
multi-layered, targeting the cognitive, affective, and behavioral components across different
stakeholder groups. For the cognitive domain, interventions should focus on education and
debunking myths. This includes providing factual information about the cognitive benefits of
bilingualism, the complexity of language transfer, and the timeline for academic language
acquisition. Workshops for teachers, parents, and community members should explicitly address
stereotypes and replace deficit language with asset-based terminology.

To address the affective domain and promote empathy, strategies centered on perspective-taking
and simulation are highly effective. For example, teachers and NES peers might participate in
activities that simulate the experience of navigating a foreign language environment, such as
attempting to follow instructions or complete a task using a language in which they have limited
proficiency. These affective exercises help individuals understand the anxiety and cognitive load
experienced by ESL students daily, fostering empathy and reducing emotional frustration.
Furthermore, structured narratives and literature that highlight the complex journeys and
achievements of immigrants and language learners can build affective connections.

In the behavioral domain, the most critical intervention involves creating structured opportunities for
equal-status, cooperative intergroup contact. This requires designing tasks where the linguistic
diversity of the group is an advantage, such as projects requiring research in multiple languages or
presentations on differing cultural perspectives. Furthermore, establishing clear codes of conduct
that explicitly prohibit linguistic discrimination and microaggressions, backed by visible institutional
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commitment, ensures that positive attitudes translate into equitable behavior. Ultimately, sustaining
positive attitudes requires continuous institutional monitoring, ongoing professional development,
and the active promotion of a school culture where linguistic diversity is viewed not as a challenge
to be managed, but as a core strength to be celebrated.

Teacher Training: Focus on SLA theory, culturally responsive pedagogy, and implicit bias
recognition.

Curriculum Integration: Incorporate global perspectives and leverage students' native languages
as instructional resources.

Peer Mediation: Implement structured cooperative learning and peer mentorship programs to
facilitate positive contact.

Policy Review: Audit institutional policies to ensure equitable resource allocation and access to
advanced academic pathways for all linguistic groups.
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