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Border-School Champions

Chess and English Language Learners

Saul Ramirez, Henderson Middle School teacher and chess coach.

By JOHN SEIDLITZ

aul Ramirez, a middle school art teacher and chess coach,
challenged the audience to consider the following as he
opened his 2018 keynote address for the annual confer-
ence of the National Association for Bilingual Educators:

Think about chess for a minute. Imagine you walk into a
chess club at a school. Who do you expect to see there? Be
honest. White kids? Asian kids? At-risk Latino kids? Well, I
have a question for you. For all of us actually. Why not at-risk
Latino kids?

Ramirez himself had been an English language learner (ELL) and
a former chess champion; he knew how chess could change stu-
dents’ lives. His own experiences inspired him to start the Hen-
derson Middle School chess team. In 2015, his team of 12 ELLs

John Seidlitz is an author and educator who provides professional develop-
ment for teachers of English language learners.
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from El Paso, Texas, most of whom had never previously heard of
chess, went on to become national chess champions.

Henderson is alow-income school located in one of the poor-
est zip codes in the United States, right on the border with Mexico.
If you stand on the roof of the school, you can see across the Rio
Grande to Judrez, Mexico. About half of the kids who attend Hen-
derson are English language learners. Many of them are from
Juéarez and have witnessed the violence that is an unfortunate part
oflife there. In the years when these students attended elementary
school, two of every 10 drug-related murders in Mexico occurred
in Judrez.!

Ifirst heard about Ramirez’s story in the spring of 2015 while I
was at Henderson conducting staff development for teachers of
ELLs. It was one of those days where nothing seemed to be going
right; some of the teachers were having trouble finding substi-
tutes, and the sound system wasn’t working. I decided to try
something different to get us into a positive mindset. I asked the
teachers to share some success stories that they had witnessed
while teaching. I expected to hear stories about kids rapidly gain-



ing English proficiency, maybe some improvement in test scores,
but what I heard far exceeded my expectations.

One of the teachers shared the story of the Henderson chess
champions. He described how in the fall 0f 2014, only 12 students
signed up for Ramirez’s fledgling team: 11 sixth-grade boys and
one seventh-grade girl, most of whom were ELLs. He taught them
the rules and began taking them to tournaments.

Gradually, the students began winninglocal competitions and
beating teams from other schools. In the spring of 2015, Ramirez
believed they were ready for the state championship tournament,
which was being held in McAllen, Texas. With hopeful hearts, he
and the team piled into a van and drove all the way to
McAllen from El Paso. The 790-mile journey took the team
two days to complete.

Walking in, the students could tell that they were dif-
ferent from the other teams. The Henderson team didn’t
have uniforms; the students didn’t even have a practice
room because they couldn’t afford to rent one; they sat
in the hallway to play practice games. They were an all-
Hispanic team, with only 12 very inexperienced players.
But they had worked hard, and Ramirez believed in
them. Despite feeling intimidated, they won first place
in their beginners division for the state of Texas. The
Henderson Middle School Hornets were now state
champions! They were given a hero’s welcome when,
trophies in hand, they returned to El Paso.

Ramirez had promised his team that if they won at
state, he would take them to the national championship
tournament in Louisville, Kentucky. Off they went—and won
first place.

Hearing this story, I was stunned. How had I not heard about
this great win? How was this news to me? I couldn’t stop thinking
about it, and immediately felt compelled to share this story. Here
was a sport that low-income Latino kids were not typically known
for playing and yet they won first place. Considering the climate
of (often) negative energy and deficit thinking related to Latino
youth, this story was beyond inspiring. It debunked the common
perceptions and stereotypes of low-income ELLs and Mexican
American youth. It forced me to reflect on my own attitude and
thoughts regarding ELLs.

A Renewed Focus on ELL Potential

For 15years,  had been encouraging teachers through my writ-
ing and workshops to focus on what English language learners
are capable of and the linguistic and cultural assets they bring
to our communities. Despite what I had been teaching, when I
heard this story I was still surprised. The profound effect of hear-
ing it made me realize the extent to which I still needed to alter
my perceptions and expectations regarding ELLs. I wanted
everyone to hear this story—teachers, students, parents, admin-
istrators. On the plane home that night, I knew I had a mission:
sharing this story.

In the 27-plus hours of interviews I conducted with Ramirez
and his team for my book The Champions’ Game, 1 began discov-
ering what this teacher does to make such a difference in the lives
of his students.

He has a way of discovering their strengths and making them
shine. He told me: “I strive to be radically available to my stu-

dents. I try to be fully present with all my strengths to help build
up theirs. I bring who I am and, in a spirit of love, put all my
talents, my stories, and every resource I have into serving them.
I make a commitment every day to be as present to the students
as I possibly can.”

From the first time he meets his students, Ramirez works to
connect with them on a personal level: “Even the hardest kid
toreach has a story to tell that we can connect to.” But to make
that connection, Ramirez must listen. He has to listen not just
with his ears, but with his heart. He has to look past labels and
negative experiences.

From the first time

he meets his students,
Ramirez works to
connect with them
on a personal level.

One of his students, Edmundo Gomez, started with the chess
team in sixth grade. (To protect his privacy, I have changed his
name.) As Ramirez got to know Edmundo, he slowly learned his
story. Edmundo’s mom worked as a cleaner in a spa, as well as
working a full shift at a restaurant. His dad lived in Juarez, and
Edmundo would often cross the border to work with him.
Edmundo had been in the United States most of his life, was taking
remedial classes, and was also in trouble at school, but Ramirez
had faith in him. Not just in his ability to play chess but also in his
ability to acquire English and succeed in school.

After winning the national championship, Ramirez told the
team members that they would need to maintain A or B averages
throughout the next year to continue competing. Edmundo had
never been an A or B student,
but he loved the chess team.

He told Ramirez he didn’t

The Champions’ Game, by
Saul Ramirez and John
Seidlitz, is published by
Canter Press, which is
offering American Educator

readers a 20 percent
discount off the purchase of
the book through Decem-
ber 31, 2018. To order, visit
www.bit.ly/2LI9Va0 and use
sales code ELLCHESS.
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think he could meet the challenge. Ramirez responded with noth-
ing but positive energy. He described to Edmundo what he saw
in him. Ramirez told Edmundo that he knew he worked hard
outside of school, was kind to his family, and had the intelligence
and heart of a champion. Ramirez promised to help him. He put
all the resources he had at Edmundo’s fingertips, including tutor-
ing, afterschool support, and reading materials.

That following spring, because of a series of poor decisions,
Edmundo got arrested and put on probation. His probation
officer talked to Ramirez, telling him that Edmundo would not
be allowed to attend the state tournament in a few weeks.
Ramirez requested that Edmundo be given special permission
to go, saying that he would take personal responsibility for him—
that he had faith in him. When the tournament came around,
Edmundo was allowed to go, placed 16th in the state, and con-
tributed to Henderson’s victory.

Today, Edmundo is a 10th-grader. He is no longer in remedial
classes, and he is no longer classified as an English language
learner. Edmundo was able to raise his own expectations because

The example of the
Henderson Middle School
chess team encourages all

future outcomes.

The Henderson Chess Team arrived home after
winning yet another national championship.
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of us to avoid allowing past
expectations to determine

Ramirez helped him change the way he saw himself. If you were
to talk to Edmundo, he would tell you: “Mr. Ramirez did not see
me as a troublemaker. He saw me as a champion.”

Ramirez’s hard work has elevated teacher expectations of what
is possible—whether their students are classified as ELL, gifted/
talented, low income, or having special needs. Ongoing research
confirms the tangible effects of teacher perceptions and expecta-
tions on student achievement,? either positive or negative. Fol-
lowing the first state chess victory, teachers’ expectations began
to shift at Henderson. Elizabeth Maldonado, the school’s princi-
pal, reported: “There has been a positive change in the way our
teachers see students’ abilities. Their mindsets have shifted, and
they now see that students from this area are able to accomplish
great things academically.”

The effect of the shift in teacher expectations is reflected in Hen-
derson student responses to a recent El Paso Independent School
District school climate survey. The results show increases in the
percentage of students who stated that they “feel [their] teachers
believe in [them]” and that they “can participate in after-school
activities.” There was also a substantial decrease in the per-
centage of students who stated that they “have been bullied
at school.”® So it is not just teacher expectations that are
changing at Henderson, but also those of the students.

One example of changing student expectations is the
increase in the number of girls on the chess team since
the 2015 state and national wins. As educators, we are
focusing more and more on ways to increase female
participation in the fields of science, technology, engi-
neering, and math.* Specifically, we are looking for ways
to improve Latinas’ beliefs about what they can accom-
plish in the context of the American school system.®

Inthe 2014-2015 school year, Ramirez had only one girl
on the team; Lirio Gomez. When she placed 24th in the
nation in her division, many of the girls at Henderson
began to look at chess differently. Chessis a sportin which
girls (especially Latinas) have been historically under-
represented. This past year, there were 12 girls on the
Henderson chess team, making up 50 percent of the team
and contributing to the team placing first at nationals in
two divisions, proud examples of intelligent, successful
Latinas for girls across the United States. The example of
the Henderson Middle School chess team encourages all
of us, as educators, to avoid allowing past expectations to
determine future outcomes.

his story has changed how I work with educators.

I still emphasize the importance of increasing

opportunities for English language acquisition

and content mastery for ELLs; I always will. But
I now increasingly emphasize the importance of help-
ing English language learners (particularly those from
low-income backgrounds) reach their full potential
beyond academics.

I find myself asking: How can we listen better to stu-
dents’ stories? What do we need to do to see pastlabels and
expectations to identify their strengths? How can we make
ourselves truly present and available? How can we support

(Continued on page 40)



Chess and ELLs
(Continued from page 26)

our students with our own strengths and
resources? And most of all, have we done
everything we can to show our students that
they have what it takes to be champions?(]
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