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I am completing this book in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The global spread of this terrifying virus has upended our lives and our 
education systems on an unprecedented scale. As US public schools have 
scrambled to switch to remote learning virtually overnight without prior 
teacher training or adequate infrastructure, serving the needs of already 
marginalized students remotely in a time of crisis has proven to be a 
nearly impossible task. Thus, a common refrain is that this pandemic 
has laid bare the already existing inequities in education in the United 
States; that vulnerable populations such as English learners (ELs) and 
students with disabilities have been disproportionately affected by the 
pandemic. It is true that education in the United States has never been 
equal at the best of times. If this pandemic has shone a spotlight on the 
existing inequities, that is at least one positive outcome of these trying 
times. But glimpsing existing inequities at a time when the whole educa-
tion system is experiencing a crisis is not the same as understanding the 
underlying mechanism of these inequities. In my mind, there is nothing 
inherently more ‘vulnerable’ about ELs than any other students: it is the 
education system that is making them vulnerable by treating them as 
‘lesser than’, and stripping them of opportunities to learn. I hope that the 
lasting contribution of this book is that it exposes how even under much 
more favorable conditions – no pandemic, a booming economy and the 
first African American president in the history of the nation – ELs were 
still excluded from arguably the most consequential educational oppor-
tunity: access to postsecondary education. This exclusion is systemic and 
institutional: it is not just a matter of uncaring or incompetent teachers 
or resource-deprived schools. Even when teachers are caring and well 
qualified, and schools are reasonably well resourced, ELs are systemati-
cally eliminated from rigorous academic preparation and the information 
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necessary to continue further education after high school. This book is 
my current best articulation of why and how this inequity takes place.
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