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“People are experts on their own lives. The teacher cannot be the only expert in the classroom. To deny students their own expert knowledge is to disempower them” (Kinloch Poetry 108-109). To say that today’s typical classroom includes students with diversity is an understatement. Whether it be differences in culture or struggles encountered with learning, our students are finding road blocks  in the education system that they cannot overcome by themselves. Poverty, violence, unsafe family environments, language barriers, and lack of encouragement confront their daily lives, thereby making proper education an ideal goal, yet, in reality an almost impossible task.  As educators recognize the common challenges that students encounter daily, they are also forced to function with an educational system that owns its fair share of flaws. Recognizing “Standard English” as the only proper way of speaking and limiting ELL/ESL students from expressing their native tongue has led to discouragement while promoting an apathetic silence by these students. Through educating ourselves concerning the struggles of these students and then accepting the challenge of integrating culture in the classroom, future educators can successfully become flexible teachers of multiple literacies. 


I was raised in a dominantly white, middle class area. I went to a private school for thirteen years of my life, of which I had little contact with other cultures, let alone languages. During my sophomore year at Michigan State, I took a linguistics class in which I was taught that African American Language (Ebonics) was actually a structured language with rules and complexities similar to Standard English. I resisted this fact for quite some time, refusing to believe that anything other than Standard English was acceptable for means of communication. After studying Ebonics, I began to understand that this language took root from its own culture, that speaking this language was a way of life for many African Americans, and that AAL operates under its own linguistic rules similar to Standard English. “Linguistic push-pull persists because language is not mere words, but words that reflect, remind, and recall culture, identity, peoplehood, and social history” (Dyson & Smitherman 980). Culture and identity are linked with language, and when one of these is met by a negative perception, that perception can affect the culture as a whole. Social, economic, and educational inequality continues to be present for African American studen[image: image7.png]BECOMING
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ts. “Language is a reflection of a people” (Dyson & Smitherman 980). Since African Americans tend to be viewed as a minority society, their language is viewed to be inferior, possibly even unintelligent as well.  


Traditional education has forced teachers to present a “right” or “wrong” way of communicating the English language. “When placed in classrooms where they were provided culturally irrelevant or alienating texts and confronted with disempowering pedagogies, these students reported feeling distanced, uninterested, or worse yet, angry and bitter at the institutions that created these oppressive conditions” (Morrell 3). Two myths have developed over the years: “that Standard English, or Edited American English, is the correct communicative form that should be used by all American English speakers; and that its users, particularly classroom teachers and researchers, must protect the language from nonstandard practices” (Kinloch Revisiting 84). Why do we discourage the usage of other languages in the classroom? “Rather, through reading diverse literature, through talk, and through dramatic play, they would be encouraged to keep their ears wide open to the diversity of voices around them” (Dyson & Smitherman 991). Can students not become masters of their native tongue along with the Standard English that they are being forced to adopt as proper? Posessing the ability to communicate with multiple groups of people should be encouraged among students. Authors take on the role of creating characters that do not always use proper English. Manipulating a language to express a time period or setting allows both the author and the reader to better connect to the text. “First, writers can establish particular identifying factors of characters through the manipulation of language...This is but one example of pedagogy that exposes students to the richness of linguistics systems often deemed nonstandard and incorrect in order for students to be articulate in and appreciative of multiple communicative forms” (Kinloch Rivisiting 89). 
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Valerie Kinloch, in her article entitled “Poetry, Literacy, and Creativity: Fostering Effective Learning Strategies in an Urban Classroom,” explicitly states how poetry can benefit students of different cultures. She believes that writing poetry opens the door to literacy skills, student creativity, speaking skills, writing skills, and classroom engagements. In a classroom setting, she encourages her students to write about what they are feeling in their community. Without stressing rhythm or rhyme, she wants to dig deep into political issues, issues of inequality, and the environment these students find themselves in everyday. By not limiting her students, she was able to produce raw, genuine material that her students were proud to share. Feeling and meaning became the integral foundation to the creation of their poems and lyrics. In a school where thirty-seven percent are ESL and thirty-eight percent are LEP, Kinloch did not limit her students to writing in Standard English either. She allowed for them to translate the material. “Other kids considered, perhaps for the first time, how gradually embracing an ‘American’ identity might lead them to deny another part of themselves” (Michie 91). She also asked her students to “write about writing.” Kinloch wanted them to express their struggles, successes, and failures with writing as well as formulating their ideas onto paper and expressing how they compose a creative writing piece. Kinloch had two goals in mind: For students to make sense of the language they know and to use communicative exchanges of sentences, poetry, short stories, and essays as a means to express a sense of belonging. 



Kinloch does more than just observe her students. She models what she expects of their writing process by writing in front of them and letting them watch her mistakes. She often goes back to erase a thought or to rephrase and idea. By showing vulnerability as a teacher, to a degree, allows for students to feel more comfortable and to better connect with what they instructor is trying to teach them. Kinloch’s hard work pays off as some of her more quiet students voluntarily share their work in front of the whole class. In order for the quiet student to open up, a strategy was adopted simply emphasizing a push in the direction of creative writing as opposed to constant summative testing. The students are encouraged to recognize the main goal of writing as the expression of a creative voice with a deep meaning, ultimately striving to relate to another person. 


Kinloch used strategies that when used, are very successful in a classroom filled with ELL students. She allowed students to work in small groups before they shared with the entire class. This allowed for students to become comfortable with classmates as well as receive some praise before expressing their thoughts in front of the entire class, of which they would most likely feel much more vulnerable. She also stressed application of prior knowledge to encourage creative writing. The students were able to use prior knowledge to expound on the topic, could express opinion, and became very passionate in their writing. 


In addition to coming to an understanding of students regarding their culture, a teacher must go one step further to make an effort to understand their language. David Kirkland writes about “new English education” and how teaching should not be about forcing students to incorporate the rules of “old” English. “This new English education acts more holistically and accurately as language education, incorporating a study of the various Englishes of our country” (Kirkland 302). Teachers who manage student learning through the recognition and the use of the specific language of each will encourage creativity and a passion for learning. 
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I have been fortunate enough to work with ESL graduate students at MSU. While I was studying Chinese at State during my freshman year, I was also tutoring a native Chinese speaker. She was a graduate student in the Sociology department. Even though she spoke English quite well, she struggled with the everyday slang of the language. She confessed that she was often confused with how to answer her students’ questions. It was very interesting to hear her perspective on what “English slang” actually was, and I was eager to help her to better understand the language. She came to our meetings with questions ready to ask. However, one of the most beneficial aspects of our meeting was her simply listening to me talk. She enjoyed asking me questions regarding American culture, so not only was she gaining listening skills with English, but she was also learning about a culture that she was experiencing firsthand.


The other graduate student that I worked with was from Saudi Arabia. Even though he was a math major, 
[image: image3] had him enrolled in specific classes to improve his English. The main struggle that Mohammad encountered was using proper verb tenses. He expressed to me that in his native tongue, verb tense did not exist.  The speaker and listener would base their understanding of the verb with context. I find that understanding a bit of the native tongue helps me improve on my English teaching skills. If I could diagnose the struggles between the languages, I could come up with a strategy to helping him. He would often bring me his papers and we would read through them together. I would point out his mistakes and encourage him to improve his writing. By reading aloud, he was often able to fix his mistakes. Like my Chinese student, he benefited considerably from simply listening to my English. His enthusiasm and dedication to learning English was extremely encouraging! 


Outside of tutoring, acknowledging the presence of ESL students in the classroom is the first action one must take in striving to improve their education. But how do we as teachers connect with ESL students successfully while also bringing them to the standards of the rest of the class? When I was placed in Waverly East Intermediate Middle School this past summer, I worked directly with two ESL students. Fatima, a seventh grader, who just moved to the United States from Afghanistan, did not necessarily struggle with reading English words, but the actual comprehension of the text. Several times her teacher asked me to take her aside to help her with comprehension. It was during this experience that I was able to apply some reading strategies that I found worked really well for ESL learners. After reading a magazine-like text, she was told to answer a few multiple choice questions. When she completed her reading, she encountered difficulty answering the questions, probably based on the fact that her comprehension skills were seriously lacking. My first responsibility involved making sure she understood all of the words in the question. Understanding vocabulary is a crucial part in comprehending a text. I then asked her to re-read the titles of the paragraphs to search for specific answers. Using these step-by-step processes with her allowed her to comprehend the material. 


The other ESL student in the classroom was far behind in her reading level. Even though she was placed in the 7th grade, her teacher said she had the reading level of a [image: image8.png]&~ et o8] &
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second grader when it came to English. Having just moved from Asia, Fan was far behind the rest of the class when it came to even basic reading skills. The teacher had her do a worksheet that consisted of picking between two words to properly complete a sentence. I felt that often times she was guessing between the words. She really did not show any evidence of understanding the material. To solve this problem, I asked her to define or explain both of the possible answers. When she was confused, I would help her with the definitions simply because I believed she legitimately did not understand certain words. This exercise was a great vocabulary-building experience.                     
[image: image4]      However, in a classroom setting it is very difficult to work one-on-one with these students. It was quite obvious to me that Fan needed extra help with her English. If she was to improve, I felt that the teacher should work with her after class or even during lunch or recess. The potential for educational progress for Fan would be very limited if she were forced to continue to struggle with the language without intervention to address her needs. 


In addition to the ESL students in the classroom, I also noticed the amazingly diverse cultural barriers that existed. Teaching at Waverly really opened my eyes to the cultural differences that are occurring in the average classroom of today’s society. From white to African American, to Hispanic, to Asian, to Middle Eastern, a classroom of thirty students could easily represent many various cultures as well as learning habits. Having grown up in a home where education was extremely valued and encouraged, it was a foreign concept for me to witness firsthand students who were not encouraged to do their schoolwork at home. Many of the students at Waverly were behind with assignments and failing many of their classes. The teacher, Mrs. Wilson, informed me that many of the parents were working long hours and not present or that the parents had their children when they were quite young and not prepared for responsibilities of parenthood. The combination of these circumstances heavily influenced the students’ behavior in the classroom and their overall grade in the class. I noticed a few common actions within the cultures. Many of the African American males acted tough and uncaring about their education. A couple of Mexican American boys in the class were quite behind in their work. They were more concerned with goofing off in class than working on their homework. The Afghani and Asian girls were so far behind in reading, as they were not American citizens and English was not their first language.



Mrs. Wilson was well aware of her students’ struggles and reading differences, as my placement occurred toward the end of the school year, so she had considerable contact as a means to take note of their needs. They spent excessive time reading in class due to the fact that many of them had trouble completing work at home. Mrs. Wilson broke them into groups based on reading levels. The better readers received more difficult books, while the struggling readers received books to better fit their reading level, not necessarily their grade level. I noticed a couple patterns during this time. She grouped all five of the African Americans males in the classroom together, giving them a book not only adequate for their reading level, but also culturally relevant to them. They were reading a book about an African American boy their age who loved sports. I think the boys really related to this book and perhaps actually enjoyed the activity of reading. When encouraged to stay on task, they had no problem reading aloud to one another. 


Cultural differences do not necessarily have a direct effect on reading levels of students and stereotypes should not be relied upon while observing students during placement. However, a contrast was quite obvious to me  in my particular classroom, ESL students and those from minority culture did struggle with reading comprehension compared to those of Standard English background. In Gregory Michie’s “Holler If You Hear Me,” he deals with a very similar situation. He had many Mexican American students in his classroom and in order for them to become interested in reading, he offered a book club to some of his female students. They read “The House on Mango Street.” By taking a text that was relevant to them, they were able to engage in the project, enjoy the reading, and actually understand the material.
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Gregory Michie, coming from a combination white and black community, was thrust into a school with an extremely high percentage of Mexican Americans. He felt unable to relate to them at first, but through careful consideration and a few trial and error cases, Michie learned how to relate to his students. He believed the study of each students’ own culture was important, crucial for understanding themselves, and necessary for a successful education. He shared valuable statistics throughout his book, stressing the fact that many students he taught were unlikely to graduate from high school. Michie believed in the learning potential of the kids who had been considered unintelligent. “But as I was coming to discover, that’s part of what teaching is all about: the willingness to explore with kids, to reach with them, to follow a dimly lit path together, often unaware of the dazzling surprises that may wait around the bend” (Michie, 68). He took time to encourage them and work with them so they would not be tempted to work on the streets, but instead, would work to improve their future. I think one of the reasons his students respected him so much was because he cared and knew if they worked hard, they could be successful. 


Michie’s level of care and concern is prevalent throughout the entire memoir. Upon first meeting his students, they were very hesitant to trust him. He was simply a white male who could not possibly relate to anything they were going through. But instead of putting himself of a pedestal, Michie showed his students that he desired to know about their lives. He began to understand their mindsets and their struggles. “It’s hard when you see so many negative messages out there. Like if you see on TV all the time African American or Latino kids in gangs, getting killed, going to jail, and you don’t know how to break it down, you’re gonna start thinking there’s no other way, that nothing else is possible” (Michie 116). Teachers are not there to talk down to students, but instead, are to decide how best to relate to them while still being a successful teacher. Many culturally diverse students want to learn, but they feel like the barrier is too difficult to break. “I think kids really do care. In the bottom of their hearts, they do. But it depends on both sides. The kid has to listen to the teacher, but the teacher has to listen to the kid, too. In a way, the student should be a student-teacher and the teacher should be a teacher-student. But a lot of times, that’s not the way it is” (Michie 134). 


Similar to that of Michie, Mike Rose placed himself in classrooms to better understand the cultural differences throughout America. In his book, “Possible Lives,” he shares with his audience how to better communicate with students of different cultural backgrounds. He states, “We get so busy looking at children in terms of labels that we fail to look for the potential- and to demand that kids live up to that potential” (Rose 17). He claims that teachers often use the following words to describe their students: “Slow, poor, impoverished, deprived, and oppressed.” He believes teachers focus too much on the “negative” aspects of their students. He strives, like Michie, to show that he cares about the lives of students, even outside of the classroom. 
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A situation that I witnessed in my placement this past summer was how a particular student, Andrew, always came into class late everyday. Mrs. Wilson was well aware of the situation and had already spent some time talking with his mother. She told me that Andrew lived in a rather negative home environment. He had no encouragement at home and most days, he was lucky to make it to school. She said he missed about once a week, ultimately causing him to be far behind in his work. Mrs. Wilson took the time to be concerned with her students outside of the classroom. When she had time, she would work with Andrew one-on-one to help him catch up on work. Instead of being angry with him for missing class, she understood that these circumstances were out of his control. Mike Rose would have encouraged positive response to a situation which was creating a negative impact on Andrew’s educational development. Andrew needed teacher support, not teacher negativity. 


Rose also briefly mentions how poverty is prevalent in culturally diverse districts. He claims that many Mexican American students have lots of motivation at home. School is seen as a place where children can learn and create better lives than their parents. However, some students have to choose between working and going to school. As one can imagine, this would greatly hinder education for students. Students might drop out or be suspended for missing class, ultimately causing them to lose the hope for having a proper education. 


Every classroom, student, and teacher are different. It almost seems impossible to prepare future teachers for the real world and for a classroom setting of their own when so many different scenarios may occur. Yet, chances are likely that we will encounter culturally diverse classrooms. Even if we are not familiar regarding the dealing with cultural diversity, we can learn how to make the knowledge of other cultures an integral part of the classroom. By ignoring a student’s culture, you are denying them a voice. They may feel discouraged, afraid, unimportant, and even alone. English language today, although filled with rules, is constantly changing. We as teachers need to make the English language relevant to each and every one of our students by including their culture and language through the multiple literacies of reading, writing, and speaking. 
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“Language is a reflection   of a people.”
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(Beers’ Figure 2.1: Early Model for working with struggling readers, page 13). 
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