At eye of secession storm, Farmers Branch students learn in 2 languages 
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FARMERS BRANCH — Inside a second-grade classroom at Farmers Branch Elementary School, children gather around their teacher to discuss a book they’ve read in Spanish about immigrants at Ellis Island. 


The children are learning about how Europeans entered the United States in the early 1900s. 


“You had to form a line when you came, and you had to pass tests,” Sebastian Sosa, 9, said in Spanish during class. He moved from Mexico to this inner-ring suburb two years ago. 


After reading and writing lessons in Spanish, the second-graders in Luz Soto-Dimas’ class spend the second half of their day in ESL teacher Megan Mecca’s classroom next door, learning science and math in English. 


Over the last few years, debate has raged about the impact of illegal immigrants on the city and schools. English was declared the city’s official language. Yet the district’s bilingual program, required by state law, continues. 


This year, about 88 percent of the 514 students at the school are Latino. About half of kindergartners are placed in bilingual classes because they are not proficient in English. Common complaints are that Spanish-speaking children drag down school quality and hold other children back.


Mayor Tim O’Hare, a vocal critic of the school district, has proposed breaking away from the Carrollton-Farmers Branch ISD and creating an independent Farmers Branch district. 


Meanwhile, school administrators say, they focus on making families feel welcome and moving the school from its current academically “recognized” rating up to the coveted “exemplary” level. 


“Parents want to stay here,” principal Susan Machayo said. 

Farmers Branch Elementary is nestled in a residential neighborhood next to a park. Most of the children come from low-income homes.


Teachers at the school face the dual challenges of assimilating many children into English proficiency and making sure they perform at high levels on state tests.


Soto-Dimas, the bilingual teacher, attended elementary and middle school in Farmers Branch and, as the daughter of Mexican immigrants, relates to the children. 


“I want to help my community grow,” Soto-Dimas said. “I speak Spanish. I’m brown. I want them to be ready for college and have opportunities that I had.” 

Reminders that the children are expected to go to college adorn the hallways — brightly colored banners promoting schools such as Texas A&M University and the University of Missouri.


Math vocabulary words are displayed on the walls of Mecca’s classroom: “geometry,” “calculation,” “congruent” and “total.”


Back in Soto-Dimas’ room, writing prompts include Cuando te sientes feliz? “When do you feel happy?” 


Despite the debate in Farmers Branch, the school district is focusing more than ever on Spanish proficiency before transitioning children into English. The district previously moved to exit children into all-English classes at earlier ages. Next year, the first crop of third-graders in the revamped bilingual program will be tested in reading in Spanish. They’ll take the math exam in English. 


Parenting classes are offered in both languages. Parent Teacher Association president Alex Herrera is a vocal defender of the school. He was born in Mexico but raised in Dallas. He discussed his views with PTA membership chairman Manuel Ramos in a conference room at the school recently.


“It’s all politics and old peoples’ mentalities,” Herrera said. “People change, and they feel uncomfortable.” 


Ramos has questions for those who put the school down.

“I would like to know what social status group are you and where are you coming from?” he said. “Do your kids attend a school now, or did you attend back in 1980 when it was a top-tier suburb? Were the good old days really better?” 


That remains a debatable question.


Herrera tells Ramos that his eldest son attends R.L. Turner High School and is in the media arts and technology academy, working toward a career in Web design.


“Are you saying your son has the same opportunity as a kid going to Creekview, Hebron or Coppell high schools?” Ramos asks, pointing out more affluent, integrated schools.


“Exactly,” Herrera responds. 


Ramos has considered buying a larger house elsewhere. Despite calling the elementary a great school, he’d consider supporting a separate district if the mayor provided a strong proposal. 


“If they have a better way of doing it, show it to me,” Ramos said. “If it makes sense, a lot of people could join them.” 
2009-10 state rating: Recognized

Number of students: 514

Ethnic makeup: 88.1 percent Hispanic, 7 percent Anglo, 3.3 percent black, 0.8 percent Asian, 0.4 percent American Indian

Economically disadvantaged Low income (free and reduced-price lunch): 88 percent

EDITOR’S NOTE REFERENDUM
Farmers Branch residents will vote in a nonbinding referendum on a proposal that the city leave the Carrollton-Farmers Branch and Dallas school districts, forming a new one. Leading up to the May 14 election, The Dallas Morning News is examining the city’s constellation of public, private and charter schools. 

