Interview Transcript 4/4/08: 

HABETAC: Haitian Bilingual ESL Technical Assistance Center  

CUNY: Brooklyn College 
2900 Bedford Avenue (3304J James Hall)

Brooklyn, NY 11210

718-951-4668

habetac@brooklyn.cuny.edu
Travel Directions: 

#2 (7th Avenue Local) or #5 (Lexington Avenue Express) to the Flatbush Avenue/Nostrand Avenue station. Walk to Bedford Avenue until you see William James Hall.

Where were you born? 

I was born in Haiti—in the south of Haiti.

How long have you lived in United States? 

Twenty…nearly twenty-seven years now. I came here when I was an adult. 19 years.

Where do you currently reside? And how long have you resided there? Do you have family here?

Brooklyn. I’ve always lived there. Yes, child, husband, brother, nephew and nieces. You know, an extended family.

What language(s) do you speak?
Haitian-Creole (pause)…English hopefully, French, and a tiny bit of Spanish I should say.
Did you go to school here in America? And for how long?

Yes. I completed a Master’s degree and some courses.

Resources 

Can you give me an overview of what HABETAC does? What does HABETAC do for its students? 

HABETAC as you might be aware, is a state funded entity and it’s role is to provide technical assistance to districts throughout the state of New York, that is Haitian youngsters who are limited English proficient or English language learners. We do a lot with the schools. We do a lot with parents as well and parents and teachers and do some activities targeting youth students in particular such as the spelling be a Haitia Ccreole spelling bee an annual one. We have an annual career day for Haitian high schoolers and we also run an essay poetry contest for grades 3 through 12. Those services are specifically for students.

How many students do you serve? 

Through those programs?....For career day, about 250-300 students attend every year.

Are your services open to just students who come to HABETAC?

They come to these activities by us, our relationships with the schools they attend. 

Which schools do the students attend?
Well, it’s all schools in New York state, but obviously...well we have kids who come from Westbury and Ramapo sometimes, to come outside of New York City, immediate surrounding neighborhoods…(colleague says: spring valley also)…but most of our students are in New York City. Most of the students who attend career day or spelling bee could only, you know, travel so far, so they come from these areas. 

Do the students speak English? 

Not all of them. They are primarily else, primarily new comers with some former else. Kids who have just exited bilingual or ESL services.…[Newcomers, meaning] recent arrivals. And former else: students who were in bilingual or ESL programs, you know, who recently existed programs…and their Englishes are at different levels. You have beginners, intermediate, and some advanced, but different levels. 

How old are they?
Well the high schoolers are between the ages of 14 and according at the law they should be from the ages 14, and according to the law, they should be between the age of 14 to 21, for the high school students. The spelling bee students are grades 3 to 8, so about 12, 13 at most.

To help students, are [these activities] open from grades 3 and on?

The Essay and poetry contest are open from grades 3 to 12. And they are disseminated throughout the state because their entries have to get to us and whatever the recompense or the reward is can always be sent out to them. But Career Day is open to high schoolers only. And the spelling bee is grade 3 to 8. I’ll give you some brochures on that.

So the extent of their English vary?

Yeah some are just beginning and some ar more advanced. 

Some of them are born here as well? 

Most [are] recent arrivals...most.

So of the students who came here [US], they have all had bilingual education or esl programs?

Not all of them. There are ESL programs, but New York City has nearly no bilingual anymore in Haitian Creole…they may be in ESL programs or receiving ESL services because there are self containing ESL classes where the kids are grouped, and, you know, but there are also programs where a teachers go into the classroom to service students or they might remove some students to help with their English, students who are in the mainstream classes--classes for native speakers. 

Where are those students from?
EL [English Learning] students in general? Well EL students…we typically serve Haitian students. But we have other sister organizations similar to us that services Caribbean students of Spanish ancestry or who speak Spanish, such as the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico…kids who come from Spanish-speaking Caribbean countries….We have a counterpart, which is an Asian Languages BETAC, but they service mostly Asian students, Pacific islanders, Russian students, etc….

What do they speak?

Haitian Creole, definitely, some of them could be equally fluent in French, but not necessarily. Those are the two languages that you might encounter in the Haitian student population.

Do you serve college students here? 

We work closely with the Haitian American Students Association. Most colleges have one. It’s a social group for students from different ethnicities. They always do a seminar or a clinic. 

For teachers, mainly but we would provide workshops at career day for instance. 

What types of workshops does HABETAC hold? 

For teachers mainly. But we would provide workshops are career day for instance. 

Setting college goals, looking for financial aid, um, we would also invite interested colleges and local colleges, particularly the CUNY schools to come and send a rep to intereact to let them know about opportunities of entering such schools. And then we give them an opportunity to meet with people in different fields in law, medicine, in health in architecture. In fact, one of our great collaborators who has not been able to be with us for the past three years is a Haitian professor in architecture and engineering at CITY COLLEGE…City college has a great school of architecture. 

Are there one-on-one services for students?

No, we don’t provide direct services to students.

Measurements

12:45 to 17:14

What do you identify as the source of the linguistic problems for the students that utilize your services? What is being addressed the solve this?

The lack of bilingual programs…I would say that it is educational neglect and abuse that a student who just arrived from a country such as Haiti or any other place and has never learned English to be placed in a completely monolingual English environment and expected to perform at the same level as a native speaker of English. This is bordering on educational violence. I know they are here and their intention or the community’s intention is for the kids to eventually assimilate, speak the language, educate themselves and become contributing citizens in the society. So, we all want our kids to learn English, there’s no question about it. But I think --a country like the United States with as much resources, human and others, should really consider when you have a large population, a significant population of a group of students, to provide these kids with an opportunity to continue learning, parallel to learning English. There is absolutely no reason why students are not given the opportunity to do their math, their science, their social studies in their native language as they are learning English ‘cuz it takes a long time to learn English. I’ve been in this country for 27 years and I’m still struggling with the language. You know, and of course there are different levels of English. The English that is required for you to go to the supermarket isn’t the same as the English that is required for you to socialize with friends and it is not the same as the language that is necessary to tackle certain materials…in English. It’s different levels of English. It robs the kids of the opportunity to continue learning when they dip immediately into mainstream science, or mainstream english, social studies, global studies. 

16:10-17:14 And I think it’s really ridiculous that you could expect a student in high school who has just gotten here to pass American history….you need to be given some time… and you are expected to pass an English language arts exam. Hard for native speakers, needless to stay for someone who has just gotten into this country. It baffles me. It shows you that the policymakers are not educators ‘cuz if they were, they would have brought that sensitivity and that awareness that we don’t see in the policies that are decided by the politicians.

Given that you work at a bilingual learning center, how do you measure the success of your programs that is intended to strengthen the English of these students?

We do go out to a lot of places to inform administrators and teachers about the linguistic, cultural needs of Haitian youngsters. So demand is an indication that we are outreaching or that there is a need for our services. The amount of request for us to provide workshops to teachers or administrators on the academic, cultural, linguistic needs of these students is definitely one way we measure the success. The more people ask for it, the more aware they are becoming and the more needed we definitely are.

Have you noticed changes in education over the years that you have been here?

Well yeah…change good and bad. I think when I came to this country, they had few programs that were responding to the needs of these youngsters, or at least, in the early 90’s I was a bilingual Haitian-Creole teacher. One of the schools where I worked as a bilingual teacher no longer has such a program. Right in New York, right in PS 181 I taught 5th grade bilingual and now they don’t have a class, a bilingual class. It has gotten more hostile. The past 8 years have been not just hostile toward our immigrant students, but to immigrants as a whole. So, you know, we have lost a lot of the gains that we had benefited from the 1968 civil rights movement that kind of paved the way for programs that took into consideration language and culture of students. So a lot of these things have disappeared. Although, when you enroll your kids, they generally don’t ask you whether you have papers or not…brilliant smart kids who can make the grades, there are no possibilities of attending college for them unless something happens. 

22:15 In your opinion, have we bridged the cultural and linguistic gap between teachers and students?
Tst…bridged? The bridge has not even begun construction I think! (Chuckles) See, now I need some sugar to wake me up. The bridge has not even started. We are working on it. No…bridged the cultural and linguistic gap between teachers and students? Well, you know you have people like my friend that ESL teacher who just passed away who was a true multiculturalist, someone who was a humanist, who believed in people, believed in the oneness of humanity, traveled a great deal, was very culturally exposed, and would took that to the classroom making the classroom a friendly, humane atmosphere. For the most part, there is a gap between teachers and students. Some people try, but I think the bridge is under construction. Hopefully, it will be built and it will be a steady bridge because, in the end, we are, really, one out of many…I’m sorry to sound so harsh. It is a fact that there’s a disconnect sometimes, often there is a disconnect…but I’m hopeful, I’m hopeful.

How many are employed after college?

It’s tough. I have my daughter and my nephew who graduated college. They went through a rough time before getting a job! I think my nephew still has the job that he has when he was in college, waiting that he is going to get something. The economic situation of this country at this time is grim. I know a friend of mine whose daughter is graduating from law school. She’s moving back home. She’s graduating and moving back home. Normally, she would have been recruited already by a good firm where she probably…but the economic situation right now does not offer. There’s not much happening. I’m talking from experience or from seeing kids graduating here as well—kids sitting around and not finding a position immediately and having to deal with cost of living as well as paying back loans sometimes.

Do most teachers speak Haitian Creole English?

No, most teachers are not. There is a fair representation, I don’t know if it’s a fair representation that you can find Haitian, Hispanic, I’m sorry, Latino educators in the public school system, but they are not the majority. Another reality is that many of the teachers don’t live in the community that they teach. So bridging that gap that you mentioned requires effort mostly on the teacher’s part. But, for the most part, New York City teachers are…or if they are…they not immigrant. That I can be certain about. But again, I’m optimistic because I am twice we are invited to come do a presentation in Westbury, Long Island. Immediately afterwards, we are asked to come again and the responses, the feedback is that they learn a great deal. Something as simple as: there was a teacher who needed to know why they write in script as opposed to box letters? We had to explain to them that Haitian students learn to write in script in school, used to be in ink well and pen, but they do write in script as soon as you enter school, you wrote slanted…and the teacher was like ‘oh is that so?’ It can be hard to read, particularly, if you have a bad handwriting (laughs). Box letters are easier to read. Even in bad script, a person with a bad handwriting can get away with it. Wow, I didn’t think so. “Maybe the kid was just being difficult.”

How do you view education here in America as opposed to where the students come from in the Caribbean?

It’s different in many ways. In student-teacher approach, it’s very different. In most places in the Caribbean, particularly in Haiti, teachers are like demigods. Here, teachers…I don’t think we show and place in the value the role of a teacher. I know I was seeing just recently a group of students attacking a teacher. This would be unheard of during my growing up in Haiti. Teachers were respected, teachers were listened to, teachers were, you know, in the community wherever you go. They were still underpaid, but they were a valued member of the society. Um…there is a lot of, in the system in the educational context in Haiti, students are expected to memorize a lot things. Here, memorization is not greatly valued, I don’t think. I think more and more they are realizing that it is a great skill to be able to memorize….but in school, it is not a skill that they kind of drill in, but in Haiti, it was essential to an education because you recite your lesson everyday. You have to read them aloud and memorize them and, tomorrow, be able to regurgitate, in a way, word-for-word what you had taken, what was in the books…so in teaching approach, it put students into discipline…In approaches to homework, you know, homework here, you know, is you do some numbers, you answer some questions, but in Haiti, homework is revising dictations that the teacher might have given on a subject matter, reading passages from a history book, a geography book, you know, a math book and it’s also completing exercises… so that’s quite different…Public school is minute in Haiti. There are very, very, very few public schools. It’s mostly private school and it’s a society that values education. So it’s not taken for granted, you know. And I hear a few people talk about the fact that, you know, kids get everything they need in school, they probably take it for granted. Although, with my students, I often have to remind them that the money that supports schools in terms of resources, human and otherwise, you know, money for teachers, books, etc... [are paid for by] taxes. Beware that it’s not free, you know. May appear free, but it isn’t.
