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Exploring Preservice Teachers Perceptions of Classroom Culturd Diversity
Rose Kimani-Oluoch
Abstract

The purpose of this quditative study was to develop a better understanding of how eight
preservice teachers perceived the culturdly diverse students they encountered during their one-
year teaching internship. Their persond and professond experiences with diversty were
investigated in order to identify the direct and indirect influences they brought to a culturaly
diverse classsoom. The data for this study conssted of narretives from their one-year teaching
internship and their home, schooling, and college experiences with culturd diversty. Each
preservice teacher was interviewed twice. The issues that emerged from their narratives were
individually presented to give a clear picture of how they each perceived classroom cultura
diversty.

From their narratives, it is clear that how each of these preservice teachers perceived
culturdly diverse sudents was largely influenced by their life histories and experiences with
cultura diverdty. Cultura preparation in college acquired great Sgnificance as they each
reflected on their preparation to teach in culturdly diverse settings. None of them felt prepared
to teach culturdly diverse students. Insteed, they indicated a preference of working in school
settings that exhibited students smilar to their own backgrounds. Classroom culturd diversity
was seen as presenting specid challenges, none of them felt prepared to handle. The
implications from this study suggest that more preparation on how to work within culturaly

diverse classrooms is needed prior to, and during the student teaching internship.
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CHAPTER|
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Statement of the Problem
Asearly as 1994, Whaon and Kidwell predicted that by the year 2000, two fifths of al

school age children would be racidly, culturdly, economicaly and linguigticaly diverse. A vist
to any public school today shows that classrooms are diverse, with numerous students who are
linguidticaly, socidly, economicaly, culturdly, physicaly, mentdly, and emotiondly different
from each other. If these trends continue into the near future, the American classroom is
expected to become even more diverse, and by the year 2020, 46% of student population will
be from culturally diverse groups (Lorenzo, 1997; NCES, 1991)

In contrast, the preservice teacher’ s profile indicates that 90% of prospective teachers
are femae (Elementary education); 92% are White; fewer than 3% know alanguage other than
English; only 4% come from culturaly different populations; and fewer than 9% report an
interest in teaching in urban and multicultura settings (AATE, 1990; Cannela & Reiff, 1994).
Since current demographic trends continue to show a decline in minority teachers, most
European American preservice teachers can expect to be placed in diverse classrooms.

These demographics create serious new chalenges to prospective teachers with limited
cultural exposure, because they will increasingly face classrooms comprised of students from
various ethnic backgrounds, nationdities, family structures, learning styles, socio-economic
class, and linguidtic traditions (Chen & Goldring, 1992; Lorenzo, 1997). Since they will be
caled upon to respond to the diverse learning needs of this new generation of students, thereis
agrowing demand for preservice teachers to be able to ingtruct in culturaly heterogeneous
classrooms in ways that insure the academic success of al students. But evidence exigts that
limited exposure to students from diverse backgrounds often hampers a preservice teacher’s
ability to work successfully in diverse environments

After sudying preservice teachers perspectives of culturd diversity, Dorene and
William (1994) reported that preservice teachers who had been exposed to other cultural
experiences were more willing to work with diverse sudents than those who had no cultura

exposure. In asmilar sudy, Martin and Dixon (1994) found thet limited exposure to other



culturd groups posed problems for preservice teachers, who experienced difficulty in
interpersond relations with students from cultures thet they knew little about. Cabello and
Burgtein (1995) show in their study on beginning teechers perspectives of diversity that culturd
misperceptions till exist in the maority of schools. They report that the maority of teachers
(both practicing and new) are not culturaly prepared to teach diverse students and do not
understand the experiences and challenges that these students bring to the classroom. According
to Rodriguez and Sostrom (1995, 1996) an overwhelming number of preservice teachers
recognize that they are not prepared to ded with diversity. Martin and Lock (1997) found the
same trends and have suggested that al teachers need to be re-educated in how to relate to the
culturaly diverse students.

Taken together, these studies suggest that the current debate on how best to prepare
prospective teachers to work in increasingly diverse classrooms has become a magor concern
for educators and researchers. Responding to culturd diversty is one of the most important
issues for educationa practice today, according to a (1990) survey report by American
Association of Teacher Education (AATE). Prospective teachers need to be able to reflect on
the various experiences held by these sudents, and make decisions about teaching and learning
that are dl inclusve (Harrington, 1994). Yet little is understood about the complexity of teaching
learners who come to the classroom equipped with individua and cultura experiences that might
have a profound impact on how they learn.

Consequently, there is aneed to prepare prospective teachers to transform their views
and opinions of culturdly diverse students in order to accommodate classroom diversity. An
initid step towards thiskind of culturd enlightenment begins with exploring how preservice
teachers respond to the diversity they encounter in the classroom setting.

To help presarvice teachers understand the needs of culturdly diverse learners, it isfirst
important to understand what beliefs and perceptions they hold about culturd differences, and
whether these perceptions are open to change to accommodate classroom culturd diversty.

In response to beginning teachers' inexperience in multiculturalism, McCaeb (1995)
chdlenges them to ask; what understanding am | bringing aong with me to a diverse classroom?

Similarly, Banks (1991) urges teachersto reflect upon their values and attitudes towards other



cultures and consder dternative attitudes and values that may be more accommodating.
Davidman (1995) sees this as a process of self-exploration, self-definition, sdf-discovery, sdf-
reflection, and sdf-disclosure. As Davidman argues, if beginning teachers have opportunities to
examine ther lives and their values, and reflect on their persona as well as professond
experiences, they will better serve students by exploring options that may effectivey
accommodate student diversity.

Purpose of the Study

This phenomenologica qualitative study explored preservice teachers perceptions of
culturdly diverse sudents. Persond and professiond life experiences with culturd diversity were
invedtigated in order to identify those direct and indirect influences preservice teachers bring
with them to adiverse classroom. Eight preservice teachers participated in a phenomenol ogical
interviewing that explored their experiences and perceptions of culturd diversty in their persond
lives and during their student teaching internship.

Schratz and Walker (1995) define perception to mean the way we respond to situations
that generate different readings and multiple interpretation (p. 15). Perception encompasses our
very saves, our fedings, emotions, actions, beliefs, and vaues (Schratz & Walker, 1995). In
socid Stuations such as a classroom setting, perception is not amechanica and passve
process, it involves experiences that challenge old perceptions and adopt new ones (Hall et dl.
1995). Ava (1995) indicates that dthough it takes time to change perceptions, they are best
dtered through reflecting on past and present experiences.

While there have been many studies of preservice teachers, few have focused on
preservice teachers persona understanding of classroom cultura diversity. This study attempts
to do thisby examining what it islike to work in diverse settings from the preservice teachers
perspectives. Giving preservice teachers an opportunity to voice their views about working with
culturdly diverse learnersis an important means of illumingting for them their beliefs,
assumptions, and understanding of cultura diversity. This may help them begin the process of
reflection necessary to accommodate classroom diversity.

The potentid of using preservice teachers own voices to understand diversity from ther

persona perspectives locates this study within a phenomenological approach. According to



Creswdll (1998) phenomenology describes the meaning or the essence of the lived experiences
of severd individuas about a context. It is dso concerned with the personad meaning that people
derive from their experiences. By gpproaching preservice teechers livesthrough a
phenomenologica perspective, this study looks at how they make sense of cultura diversty in
their persond and professond lives. A Person’s experiences cannot be separated from higher
life higtory, for as Watson and Frank (1985) explain, each person encounters life history through
the way he/she views himsdf or hersdlf and the meaning he/she makes of higher current
gtuation. According to Bullough and Gitlin (1995) “who the teacher is as a person, the kinds of
experiences had indde and outsde of school, vaues, beliefs and aspirations has a profound
influence on shaping what he or she is as ateacher, for to teach isto express onesdf (p. 41).”

This study differs from those of Kenda (1983); Wayson (1988); Whalon and Kidwell
(1994) inthat it uses the preservice teachers voicesto bring out their individua understanding
of culturd diversty. These previous studies have looked at preservice teachers' attitudes
towards multicultural education and how the preservice teachers are prepared for diversity. The
key in this sudy isto view preservice teachers as students, learning not only how to teach but
aso how to teach to in diverse classrooms. My approach is influenced by Goodson, (1991);
and Buitt, et a. (in Goodson, 1992) who recommend that educators and researchers should
ensure that teachers' voices are heard, for they definein their language, tone, and feding, what it
is like to be a classroom teacher.

Research Questions

With the purpose of understanding how preservice teachers perceive culturd diversity
during their student teaching placements, the following research questions served asaguidein
this sudy:

1. How do preservice teachers talk about classroom culturd diversty? What stories do they
tell about their experiences?

2. How do they make sense of cultura diversity in terms of their home, schooling, and college
experience?

3. How does the experience of working in a culturdly diverse setting shape their understanding
of divergty?



4. How does the student teaching experience shape their identity as teachers?
Definition of Terms

Severd definitionswill help darify these research questions. Preservice teachersin the
context of this study refers to undergraduate students mgoring in Early Childhood Education
(ECE) who were enrolled in a one year teaching internship a dementary schools, preparing to
become K-5" grade teachers. Preservice teachers, student teachers, and interns are used
interchangesbly throughout the study.

Cultural diversity thereisno clear definition of culturd diversty. It isa collective term used
to refer to commonadlties, differences, identities, experiences, and culturd orientations. In the
context of this study culturd diversity refersto multiculturdism asit rdaes to Ethnic Minority
Students, English as Second Language (ESL) Students, and Economically Disadvantaged
Students (LES).

Life history is any retrogpective account in written or ord form by an individua of hisher
life, in whole or part, that has been prompted by another person (Watson & Franke, 1985).
Thewhole life course is seen from the point of view of the person currently trying to make sense
of higher reationship to past events. In this sudy particular attention is paid to preservice
teachers home experiences, schooling experiences, and college training experiences with
diversty.

Biography A biography isa story of alife or part thereof. It is a ddiberate critica procedure
that aims to make educationa sense of thoughts, actions, fedings, attitudes and experience.
Creswell (1998) uses thisterm to “ denote the broad genre of biographicad writings that includes
individua biographies, autobiographies, life history, and ora histories (p. 84).”

Experience, in the context of this study is the process of learning through a persona encounter
with culturd diversty.

A phenomenological study describes the meaning/essence of a human experience (Creswell,
1998) from the perspective of those who have undergone the experience. In the context of this
study, a phenomenological study describes the student teachers persond and professond life

experiences with cultura diversity.



Chapter Summary

Clearly, without a doubt there is an increased need to prepare preservice teachers to
address classroom diversity. As noted in the problem statement, 92% of preservice teachers
come from mainstream backgrounds (White middle-class and upper-leve-incomes), which are
different from the students they encounter in culturaly diverse classrooms. How do preservice
teachers react to the diverse differences between themsdves and their students? How do they
perceive these sudents? How do they talk about them? How do they work with them? These
are some of the questionsthat | explore in this study.

To begin to understand preservice teachers perceptions of culturaly diverse students,
there is a need to firg define what culturd diversity means, and how it is used in this sudy.
There is a0 the need to explore what has aready been researched regarding this topic on
culturd diveraty. The next chapter presents the current debate on culturd diversity both inand

outside the classroom.



CHAPTER 11
RELATED LITERATURE
Introduction

To understand how preservice teachers perceive culturd diversity in the classroom, the
following chapter provides areview of the recent debate on culturd diversty. Thisreview is
important in understanding what preservice teechers face entering culturdly diverse classrooms.

In order to understand the meaning of cultura diversity, it is necessary to begin by
defining what culture means, and explore the three diverse populations presented in this study.
The literature review aso provides some ingghtsinto the current status of research on cultura
diversty and how teachers perceive diversity in the classroom.

For prospective teachers to become culturaly aware, Wurzel (1988); and Nieto (1992)
argue that, they have to go through a process of cultural transformation, which is discussed
under the culturad avareness model. Preservice teachers biography and experience prior to
going into the classroom is becoming critica in understanding their classroom behaviors and
how they address the cultura diversity they encounter in their classrooms. It is, therefore,
important to understand the role of life history, especiadly asit relates to student teachers. The
last part of this chapter reviews the role that life history playsin the actions, believes, and overdl
perceptions of preservice teachers.

Culture and Culturd Diversty

In order to understand the meaning of culturd diversity, it isimportant to first define the
meaning of culture. In the broadest sense, culture is defined as the symbolic universe of agroup
of persons (Grant, 1977, 1992). In this sense, culture refers to the meanings people attach to
relaionships, to self, and to others.

Culture is crystdlized relaionships that society members have with each other and that
place them in groups large or smdl, formaly organized or unorganized. Language, beiefs,
vaues, customs, kinship patterns, and skills define culture. These characterigtics assst
individuas with identity development, behaviora patterns, persondity formation, group
identification, ingtitutiond affiliation, and artistic activities (Wilson & Still, 1981).



In the context of culturd diversty, Boyer (1983) bdievesthat culture includes
commondlity among individuas in language, diet, cosuming, socid patterns, and ethics. Boyer
(1983) does not limit the meaning of culturd divergity to the more obvious characteritics related
to racid, ethnic, nationd origins or religious backgrounds. Instead Boyer sees cultura diversity
to be concerned with differences that reflect group identification in idess, attitudes, behaviora
patterns, and experiences. Brand (1998) takes it further and recognizes the diverse subcultures
of today’ s classroom as taking many forms such as. urban and rura students, teenage
pregnancies, children from single parent homes, and students with various learning disabilities.
Culturd diverdty isone of the mgor building blocks of this country.

Over the years, culturd diversty has taken many forms, and evolved in many ways.
Grant’s (1977) definition of culture represented groups of people characterized by language,
customs, beiefs, and traditions. Ten years later, Anthropologists defined culture to include ways
of perceiving, bdieving, evauating, and behaving (Goodenough, 1987). The understanding of
what conditutes cultura diversity is constantly changing. As defined by Brand (1998) culturd
diverdty in the classroom refers to students differing from each other in socio-class, geographic
aress, cognitive styles, age, physica abilities, religion, family backgrounds, and educationd
experiences. Teenage pregnancies, Sngle parent homes, Gay and Leshian familiesaso
contribute to the expanding definition of classroom cultura diversty.

Gallnick and Chinn (1990) argue that Culture isfound in dl of us. It isnot only
purported in our behaviors, but it is aso reflected in how we think and fedl. Our experiences,
histories, vaues, and backgrounds are dl a part of our culturd orientation. In aculturdly diverse
classroom, culture is reflected in the various didects represented by students, socio-economic
structures (Upper, Middle, or Lower socia classes), gender, religious orientation, ethnic and
racid backgrounds, physicd differences, and family.

The meaning of culturd diversity continues to evolve and expand. However, most
research conducted on cultura diversity issues continues to represent racia and ethnic
populations (Solomon, 1995) only. Even though racid and ethnic issues are important
foundations for cultura diversty, teachers are now faced with classrooms comprising of diverse

students population that go beyond ethnic and racid identities. For many teachers, this diversity



creates complexities that may affect teaching and learning. More research that addresses this
growing diversity is needed. For the purpose of this study, classroom cultura diversity was
explored in reference to ethnicity, linguistic and lower socio-economic populations.

Socio-economic

Socio-economic according to the U.S. Bureau of Census refers to the economic status
of afamily based on occupetion, educationd attainment, and income (in Gollnick & Chinn,
1990). Socio-economic differences play a Sgnificant role in determining how a person acts,
thinks, and relates to others (Manning & Baruth, 2000). In a culturally diverse classroom,
S0Ci0-economic satus of sudentsis usudly determined by how much education their parents
have, where they live, how much they earn, what Size of houses they live in, occupations, how
they talk, how they dress, and what activities they engage in (Gollnick and Chinn, 1990;
Manning & Baruth, 2000).

Many teachersin schools conscioudy or unconscioudy place students a specific socio-
economic levels based on economic observations. Teachers may unconscioudy have lower
academic expectations for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. These students
tend to be represented more in tracked and academically lower classes, and their academic
falure is blamed on their socio-economic backgrounds than any other factors (Delpit, 1995).
They are aso often perceived as exhibiting disruptive behaviors. For mgjority of these sudents,
their academic success is often hampered by their teachers low expectations.

Low socio-economic populations are very heterogeneous and represent people from
diverseracid and cultura backgrounds. Socio-economic differences may in some cases be
more pronounced than any other culturd differences. In my study for example, the socio-
economic classes of the students was a major concern to the preservice teachers than any other
differences resulting from cultura diversity.

Language diversty

Many recent immigrants into the United States come to the classroom with very limited
English (Perez ,1994). Some of these students are bilingua and some spesk a nonstandard
didect (Gollnick and Chinn, 1990). Stigmavis often atached to bilingua students and they tend

to be characterized as “low income, low status, and persons who are educationaly at risk



(Hakuta, 1986, p. 7).” In many cases, language diveraty is considered to be a handicap rather
than a cultura resource. FHunking and retaining these linguigticaly diverse sudentsis seen asthe
viable option for improving their fluency in the English language. According to Lucas, et d.
(1990) the academic failure of linguistically diverse students may be atributed to the teachers
negative perceptions of these sudents, and not the language deficiency. In their study on
academic success of Latino students, one Hispanic student expressed:

| came upon aworld unknown to me alanguage | did not understand, and a school

adminigration, which made ugly faces a me, every time | spoke in Spanish. Many

teachers referred to us as animads. Believe me, maintaining a hdf-decent image of
yoursdf wasn't an easy thing....l had enough strength of character to withstand the
many school personnel who tried to destroy my motivation. But many of my classmates

did not makeit (Lucas, Henze, & Donato 1990).

Linguistically diverse students are expected to conform to the norm by talking and behaving like
the other students they encounter in the classrooms. However, due to their limited English they
often tend to be isolated from other students and teachers. They are perceived aslacking in
socidization skills, are found to be culturaly different, and their academic falureis often
associated with their English language deficiency.

Language diversty is not limited to bilingua or ESL. students done. Considerable diadect
differences exigs in a culturaly diverse classroom depending on the socio-economic class,
geographic location, and the acculturation of the students (Manning and Baruth, 2000). For
some African American students, the English language spoken a home may differ agnificantly
from the language used in the classroom. For other students, the English didect spoken a home
may differ from the diaect spoken in their classes. For teachers working with linguisticaly
diverse students, their perceptions of these students academic capability may largely contribute
to their success or academic failure.

Ethnicity

Inaculturdly diverse classroom, sudents are likely to come from severa different
ethnic groups, even though physical differences may not be easly identified (Manning & Baruth,
2000). For effective teaching to take place, it isimportant for teachers to understand the

10



ethnicity of their sudents. Ethnicity isthe “identification with others of the same ancestra
background (Gollnick and Chinn, 1990, p. 81).” Members of an ethnic group may perceive
themsdlves as bound by commonaltiesin culture, vaues, histories, attitudes, and behaviors
(Banks, 1994). In the United States ethnic groups may differ from each other in terms of early
immigrants to recent immigrants, forced immigrants to voluntary immigrants (Ogbu, 1992).

The diverse ethnic groups in the United States can be traced back to the early European
assimilation into the dominant culture. Educators, paliticians, and those who were concerned
with assmilating European immigrants gave little atention to African Americans, Native
Americans, Asans, and Latinos who formed their own separate culturd identity in the American
dominant culture and demanded recognition and acceptance. These demands led to the civil
rights movement, which paved the way for the push for cultura avareness in the schools today.

The above definitions largely contribute to the understanding of what condtitutes cultura
diversty in this sudy. Culturd diversty, its meaning and place in the classroom is an important
issue for educators at dl levels (Perez, 1994). Teachers and prospective teachers must now
learn to recognize and draw on culturd influences, ingtead of trying to assmilate these influences
into the maingtream culture. 1t is now becoming necessary for teachers to be able to not only
teach ethnically diverse populations, but aso be able to teach linguisticaly and economicaly
diverse students.

Culture and Schooling
Everyone has culture (Gollnick & Chinn, 1990). However, because culture isingrained

indl of us, we tend to become aware of the culture of others who may behave differently from
us. Higtoricdly in this country, the educationa emphasis has been placed on assimilation rather
than acceptance of cultura differences. To be culturdly different is still consgdered asinferior
(Bennett, 1994) and schools are il unwilling to accept, celebrate, and recognize the diversity
of their sudent population.

Culture, vigble or invigble, is profoundly involved in the processes and contents of
education (Banks & Banks, 1997). Educators conscioudy or unconscioudy address cultura
issues every time they teach and every time they design the curriculum. According to Banks and
Banks (1997) every moment in the educationa environment, culturd issues such asfamily,

1



gender, ethnicity, race, and socid class are at stake. How these cultura issues are addressed in
the dlassroom is of critica significance. Kalen (1970) made this observation:

Deeply ingrained, cultura socidization becomes problematic in education when

schooling process operates on one cultural modd to the exclusion of others, when

culturdly different sudents are expected to set asde dl their culturdl habitsasa
condition for succeeding in school. Such ademand is not only unreasonable, but is
impossible to achieve. Attempts to comply with it may lead to cultural adaptation,

margindity, dienation, and isolation (p. 112).

The schools operate under the mainstream culture or what Delpit (1995) calls “the
culture of power.” Delpit believes there are codes or rules for participating in the culture of
power and for those diverse populations outside the culture of power, there exists a
disconnection and discontinuation between the culture of the school and the culture of the home.
Delpit explans

Children from middle-class homes tend to do better in school than those from non

middle class homes because the culture of the school is based on the culture of the

upper and middle classes — of those in power. The upper and middle classes send their
children to school with dl the accoutrements of the culture of power; children from other
kinds of families operate within perfectly wonderful and vigble cultures but not the

cultures that carry the codes or rules of power (p. 24).

Gay (1995) argues that the incompatibilities or discontinuities between the culture of the
school and those of different cultura groups need to be maor issues of analysisin making
decisions about educationd programs and practices that reflect and promote diversity.
According to Gay, many of the incompatibilities that exist between maingtream culture and other
diverse cultures operate on a subconscious level. These incompatibilities become critica as
teacherstry to percelve thar culturdly diverse students through their own lenses and the diverse
sudentstry to learn the culture of the dassroom through their own histories and lenses.

Incompatibilitiesin cultura structures, vaues, orientations, and performance styles may
cause schoal failure more than intdlectud ability for some culturdly diverse sudents (Delpit,
19884). To successfully address classroom diversity, it is becoming necessary for teachersto



become conscious of how culture shapes thelir own and their student’ s attitudes, perceptions,
vaues, behaviors, and experiences.

Addressng Classroom Diversity

Because teachers play an important role in the academic success of their culturdly diverse
learners, they must know how and be willing to adapt to meet the learning needs of these
students. According to Ladson-Billings (1994) their approach to content, materias, and
ingructiond guidelines, aswell astheir perceptions, should portray their interest in the academic
success of these students. Ladson Billings suggests there are severd variables that matter in the
education of culturaly diverse sudents and that can be gpplied in the everyday world of
teachers. These variables determine whether teachers will be successful in addressing classroom
culturd diversty:

Teachers beliefs about diverse sudents makes a difference in their performance and their

academic achievement;

Teachersfor diversty modify their ingtructiona gpproaches to include relevant teaching

approaches that are applicable in culturdly diverse dassrooms,

Teachersfor diversty bring sudent’ s experiences into the classroom to make teaching

culturdly rdevant;

Teachers who are committed to diversity are not satisfied with a curriculum that recognizes

diversity only on specid days. They bdieve this gpproach triviaizes cultures; and,

Wheat teechers bring with them from their lived experiences and what they learn during their

teacher preparation is essentid in how they address classroom culturd diversty.

These variables are revant to this study, for they are consstent with this study’ s findings as
well as findings of severa other studies conducted on teachers beliefs, perceptions, and
perspective of diversty (Dorene & William, 1994; Tamura, Linda et. d. 1996). These studies
suggest that the teachers overall perceptions of culturdly diverse learners are important
eementsin how they percaive themsdves and their ability or inability to address dassroom
culturd diversty. These variables will continudly be addressed in the rest of this discussion.

Every sudent comes to the classroom with a set of values, which reflects his or her
upbringing (Ddpit, 1995). Every child comesto school with a culturd identity whether these
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identifications are conscious or unconscious. In order for studentsto fed they belong in the
classroom, it is necessary for teachers to recognize the cultures, values and experiences of their
students by ensuring that they incorporate appropriate culturaly relevant teaching and learning
drategies.

The trestment of students as unique individuas, each of whom has something specid to
contribute in the dassroom community, is an important teaching strategy for aculturaly diverse
classroom (Ladson Billings, 1994). According to LadsonBillings, if ateacher isto understand
the whole child, it is necessary that he or she becomes aware of the child's cultural background,
history and experiences outside the boundaries of the classroom.

When teachers believe dl their students are capable of learning, they teach accordingly
by using avariety of teaching methods, incorporating student’ s experiences and understanding
the students from an open-minded perspective (LadsonBillings, 1995; Mosher & Sia, 1993).
According to these researchers, a culturaly respongve teacher sees dl students as having
abilities to experience academic success. Ladson-Billings (1995) in her study on Successful
Teachers of African American Students, found that culturaly responsive teachers see

themsdvesbuilding on students strengths and experiences and viewed culturaly different ways
of learning as resources to be used rather than limitations.

Effective teaching from a culturaly diverse perspective can best take place within an
educationa setting that accepts, encourages and respects the experiences of culturaly diverse
learners (Banks & Banks, 1997). For teachers, this means looking beyond curricular content
and ingructiond materials to the context of classroom life and the processes enacted by
teachers and students as individuas and members of the larger society.

In acknowledging that different Sudents have different learning styles, culturd diversty
takes into congderation the learner and his or her relationship to the materid (Banks, 1994).
Addressing classroom cultura diversty means taking from the experiences that the sudents
come with to the schools and helping them make sense out of thelr everyday life.

Preservice Teachers Perceptions of Culturd Diversity

The concept of classroom culturd diverdty isunclear to many prospective teachers, for

it interacts with other common concepts such as multicultural education, ethnicity and racid
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issues. Studies by Hall et d. (1995); Smith (1994); and, Solomon (1995) addresses the issue of
culturd diversity under the umbrela of multiculturd education, which makesit difficult to
differentiate between the two concepts. Multiculturd education is the foundation for cultura
diversity, and teachers need firdt to have an in-depth knowledge and understanding about
classroom culturd diversity in order to be adle to integrate amulticultural content into the
curriculum (Banks, 1991).

Culturd diversity and its meaning creates numerous uncertainties for teachers (Chen &
Goldring, 1992; Hal, 1993) who may regard classroom diversity, on one hand as a Godsend
and, on the other hand, as a severe congtraint for effective work. They may recommend
classroom diversity as ameans to meeting the needs of al students and they may aso advocate
for its opposite, namely “grict ability grouping, which tends to differentiate between students of
different ethnic and socid classes (Chen & Goldring, 1992, p. 9).” In their study, Chen and
Goldring found that teachers teaching in culturaly diverse classrooms complained of more
difficult working conditions than teachers working in homogenous classrooms. Also, teachersin
heterogeneoudy diverse classrooms had a greater tendency to group their sudents according to
academic ability as compared to the teachers teaching in homogenous classrooms.

Because of perceived and red difficult working conditions, more and more prospective
teachers are showing alack of interest in working with culturdly diverse children. As part of a
study on the preparation of teachers to work with culturaly diverse sudents, Wayson (1988)
found that fewer than 20% of student teachers completing their preservice programs indicated a
preference for working in diverse settings, and 40% felt unprepared to teach these students.
This sudy dso found that beginning teachers were less likdly to implement knowledge about
multicultura education into the curriculum “due to a serious lack of knowledge about ethnic
groups, their culture, their history and their participation in, or contributions to America (p. 16).”

Severa studies have aso found that preservice teachers willingnessto work in
culturaly diverse environmentsis aso largely dependent on cultura exposure (Avery & Walker,
1993; Dorene & William, 1994; Rodriquez & Sostrom, 1996). Dorene and William (1994)
conducted a study on understanding the preservice teechers  perspectives on diversity in which,
they assessed the preservice teachers  perspective about the problems that confront culturaly
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diverse sudents in the classrooms, their commitment to teaching these students, and their beliefs
about the causes of failure for these students. They discovered that background experience with
diversty played asgnificant role in the participant’ s perception of teaching in diverse
environments. Those preservice teachers who indicated alow commitment to teaching culturaly
diverse learners “had minima experience with diversty prior to college (p. 10).”

Such findings point out that, thereis acritical need to address classroom diversity and
how prospective teachers are responding to this diversty as we move into the new millennium.
Clearly, mgorities of teachers percaive culturdly diverse learners as difficult to teach (Dorene &
William, 1994; Headley & Maxine, 1997). This perception may be amgor contributor to the
prospective teacher’ s lack of interest in teaching in culturdly diverse environments.

Confronting Cultural Perceptions

Discussing the current debate on cultura diversity and the preparation of teachersto
meet this diversty, Cortes has written:

Critica questions have arisen. How do educators perceive ethnic minority students,

particularly those educators whose educeation did not involve specific training in working

with minority students and whose previous teaching experience has mainly involved

working with nortminority students? How much knowledge and knowledge- based

understanding do educators have about minority students? How does their knowledge

or lack of knowledge about ethnic minorities affect their attitudes and behaviors towards

such students? (Cortes, cited in Martin, 1997 p. 48).
These questions reflect the concerns raised by various researchers who have studied beginning
teachers perceptions of diversity. Because they play amajor rolein how preservice teachers
respond and commit to the diversity they encounter in the classroom, cultura perceptions create
the mogt difficulty in the process of accommodeting ethnic, linguigtic, and economic diversity,
especidly if they are negative. Ddpit (1988b) finds it necessary for teachers to modify how
they perceive culturdly diverse learnersif they are to be successful in teaching in diverse
environments.

Banks (1994) recommends the most effective way to help prospective teachers change

their perceptions of culturdly diverse learnersis through red life experiences with diversty.
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Through red life experiences, preservice teachers are able to reflect on themsalves and their
role as teachers teaching economicaly, linguigticaly and ethnically diverse sudents. Many
preservice teachers find these experiences enlightening and chalenging and helpful in
understanding how their lives and their histories are different from the lives and histories of their
culturaly diverse students. For some preservice teachers, these experiences become an eye
opener and they are able to see how their histories are interconnected with the histories of their
culturaly diverse learners.

Teacher preparation programs that teach about culturd diversity can dso serve aseye
openers for many preservice teachers. In preparing preservice teachersto teach in diverse
environments, the University of Akron requires al preservice teachers to take severa courses
that focus on culturd diversity. Students in the study conducted by Hall, et d. (1995) reported
that these diverdity courses were not only enlightening but helped them to reflect on themselves
and their beliefs. One of the sudents in the program comments on the importance of this
experience:

Before | used to think So what? | am IrishSovak-American and | livein America. | do

not have any big problems, so I'll continue to live my life the way | have been. No

problem. Now | see that my previous attitude may have been al right for someone
entering another profession other than teaching. | now redize that | am only asmdl
piece to the puzzle that forms America, and that | must redlly be aware of those around
me and be sympathetic towards them, for | do not know entirely, only generdly, and |

must find waysto reach dl of them educationdly. (Hall et d., 1995, p. 299).
Confronting her beliefs and attitudes helped this student teacher transform her cultura
perceptions and understanding of diverse students.

Giving student teachers opportunities to reflect and question their assumptions about
diversty is criticd in helping them develop an understanding of diversity, according to
Harrington and Hathaway (1995). In their sudy to determine if computer conferencing activities
can be used to access and transform student teachers' beliefs about diversty, they reported that
the student teachers beliefs were chalenged, which prompted a reexamination of the basis and
foundations of these beliefs. These researchers believe that the conferencing activities alowed
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the student teachers opportunities to discuss educationd issues with their peers, which helped
them to begin thinking about their role as teechers teaching in a multicultural society.

Through a case study approach that provided student teachers with real world
educationd dilemmas, Sudzina (1993) dso explored the ways that preservice teachers think and
respond to diversty and specific issues such as“ prejudice, gender bias, poverty, and cultura
misunderstandings (p. 2).” Sudzina reported that the preservice teachers discovered the case
study format increased their understanding and comprehension of diversity and served asa
powerful tool for communicating their persona experiences, concerns, and commitment to
classroom diversty.

These sudies show that confronting cultura perceptions can be achieved through direct
and indirect experience with diversity. The perceptions of the preservice teachersin these
studies changed, because they were given opportunities to dialogue, learn, and reflect on their
knowledge and understanding of diveraty. It is, therefore, not only important, but also necessary
to give preservice teachers opportunities to voice and confront their cultura perceptions prior to
beginning teaching.

Changing Cultura Perceptions

Although researchers recognize that culturd perceptions transform gradudly, thereis
limited research on the various processes that prospective teachers perceptions undergo before
they can fed adequately prepared to work in adiverse setting. Cheng (1990); Dorene and
William (1994); Hall (1993); Mapp (1997); and Sudzina (1993) have al reported that
preservice teachers beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of culturdly diverse students change after
some initid contact through field experiences or learning experiences with diverse sudents.
However, these researchers do not adequately explain how this gradud transformation process
takes place.

Nieto (1992) and Wurzd (1988) recognize this transformational process as the various
levels of cultural awareness that teachers go through before they can become culturdly aware.
Wurze (1988) has identified seven levels of multicultura growth: (i) monoculturdism; (i) cross
culturd contact; (iii) culturd conflict; (iv) educationd interventions; (v) disequilibrium; (vi)
awareness, and (vii) multiculturdism. Nieto (1992) has dso identified afive-sage leve of
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atitudes and behaviors that teachers exhibit in diverse environments: (i) monoculturaism; (ii)
tolerance; (iii) acceptance; (iv) respect; and (V) affirmation. Both Wurzel and Nieto imply that
response and commitment to diversity is achieved through agradua processthet is exhibited in
severd different stages that are very important to know when exploring beginning teachers
perceptions of diverse students.

Cultura Awareness

Wurzd (1988) and Nieto (1992) together identify over ten different levels of cultura
awareness. For the purpose of this study, these different levels have been combined and a

discussion of the five rdevant agesfollows.

Culturd Awareness Modd

Cultural Awareness - Cultural Contact

A

Cultural Conflict

Model 1.1 Wurzel 1988; Nieto 1992

Monoculturalism asit relates to classroom diversity occurs when the preservice teacher
assumes that his or her culture is universal and, therefore, superior to dl others (Kendal, 1983;
Nieto, 1992; Wurzd, 1988). Monoculturalism has been portrayed in studies by Hal et d.
(1995); Spindler and Spindler (1994) among others. These studies report that the student
teechersinitidly ressted any form of curriculum that focused on culturd diversity, because it
chdlenged their monocultura beliefs.

Cross-culturd contact, the firgt step in moving from amonocultura perspective,
happens when some information about other cultures cregps into one' s experiences (Kendal,
1983). The awareness of other people usudly occurs, for example, when individuas begin to
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redlize that there are other cultures besdestheir own (Avery & Walker, 1996). In the case of
preservice teachers, cross cultura contact may happen during their schooling experiences with
diverse sudents, during their college training and preparation that focuses on diversity or during
the field experiences of working with culturaly diverse students.

Culturd conflict, which Wurzd (1988) identifies as the confrontation of two or more
ethnocentric views, emerges when intercultura differences dominate perception and cause
gtereotyping (Martin & Dixon, 1994). According to these two researchers, stereotyping may
happen conscioudy or unconscioudy as the preservice teachers view the diverse students
through their own higtories and experiences. To avoid cross-cultura conflicts, Cabello and
Burgtein (1995) recommend that preservice teachers reflect upon their beliefs and how these
beliefs affect their teaching practices, rather than stereotype, when faced with sudents who are
culturdly different from them. Nieto (1992) recognizes this stage as culturd tolerance.

Disequilibrium occurs when previoudy held knowledge is chalenged or invaidated
(Wurzdl, 1988). Harrington and Hathaway (1995) discovered that when student teachers
encountered avariety of other perspectives, they felt confused and cheated and struggled to
understand these other perspective. Martin and Lock (1997) report that when new information
about a culture is learned, the preservice teachers then become more understanding of the
diverse students. Rodriquez and Sostrom also (1995) report that, preservice teachers felt more
prepared to work with culturaly diverse sudents after they had had experiences of working in
diverse environments. This cultural knowledge leads to respect for cultura differences, culturd
opinions, and culturd learning differences.

Becoming Culturaly Aware

Attaining the culturd awareness level means reaching anew level of consciousness that
one's own world-view is profoundly different from the views of others (Bennett, 1991). This
consciousness which isin constant motion, evolves as new information and understanding is
achieved. Wurzel (1988) and Nieto (1992) portray a culturd awareness model that is
continudly changing and growing. The rhythms from this modd may a times be in harmony and
other timesin conflict with one another, as new culturd understanding is reached. Throughout

the process, preservice teachers must become the culturd mediatorsin their classrooms (Cheng,



1990). They must become aware of the multitude ways in which culture influences the
classroom and engage al students in accommodeting diversity.

The context of culturd diversity provides specia chalenges to teachers, sinceit
demands an awareness of diverse students as individua students, each with their own unique
experiences and needs. Part of the process of responding to classroom diversity, according to
Canndlaand Reiff (1994) requires that prospective teachers. (i) examine their own culturd
beliefs through ethnography, autobiography, and cultura history; (i) andyze how these beliefs
have developed, and (jii) construct understandings which are open to multiple redities. To reach
the leve of culturd awareness and commit to the process, prospective teachers need to examine
and reflect on their higtories and life experiences and how these experiences influence their
perceptions of culturdly diverse students.

Teacher Biography

To understand how preservice teachers cultura perceptions have devel oped Banks
(1991); Cannella and Reiff (1994); Delpit (1995) among others, suggest an examination these
teachers life experiences with culturad diversity. Teacher biography which gives a picture of who
the teacher is as a person and why they act the way they do, may be able to help us understand
better beginning teachers cultura perceptions. Theimportance of beginning teachers' biography
isincreasingly being recognized as influencing classroom behaviors and practices, (Denzin,
1989b; Goodson, 1992). Munro (1987) observed that:

What preservice teachers bring with them into the training may well have more

ggnificant effects on their teaching behavior, than the training itsdlf. Preservice teachers

disposition towards teaching, relationships with pupils, and classroom management

would appear to owe much to factors embedded in persond biographies (p. 115).
Munro notes that biography has a significant impact on how beginning teachers behavein a
classroom environment. A teacher’s previous life experience shapes her/his view of teaching and
the way shefhe sets about it. It is therefore, important to locate the life history of the beginning
teachers within their current teaching context (Ball & Goodson, 1985).

Butt (1986) has a so suggested using autobiography to understand teachers persona
knowledge, because teachers bring into teaching a particular set of dispositions and knowledge
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gained through their life history, thereby making it necessary in the sudy of teachersto study
their life higtories aso. Butt acknowledges Berk’ s (1980) definition of biography:

A biography isthe formative history of an individud’s life experiences. It not only

focuses on what has happened in someone' s life, but aso addresses how that individua

responded to or initiated various events. It not only addresses attitudes, fedlings,
thoughts or actions, but aso examines the relation between earlier and later events. It

attempts to infer how a person came to be the way he/sheis. A biography isastory of a

life or part thereof. It isadeliberate critical procedure that aims to make educationa

sense of thoughts, actions, fedlings, attitudes and experience (p. 97-98).

Berk (in Butt, 1988) by accepting that a person’s biography explains alarge part of higher
current actions and practices, emphasizes that biography helps understand how people come to
be the way they are. In the case of presarvice teachers' in my current study, biographies may
help clarify their classroom behaviors and perceptions of culturd diversaty.

After sudying preservice teacher’ s lives, Crow (1987) recognized that beginning
teachers prior experiences play amgor role in their classroom practices. In his sudy,
preservice teachers considered role models, previous teaching experiences, sociadization, and
childhood experiences as mgor influencesin their classroom behaviors.

In their study on beginning teachers' classroom experience Bullough, Knowles, and
Crow (1989) found that prior experiences play a sgnificant role in whether beginning teachers
will experience difficultiesin their initid teaching assgnment. In forming their images of the
students, the beginning teachersin Bullough et d. (1989) study drew on images of themsalves as
students and compared these images to the sudents they were teaching. These researchers
concluded that the beginning teachers lack of understanding of the students they teach becomes
amgor problem in the classroom.

After assessing the perceptions of beginning teachers teaching in an urban school, Hines
(1994) points out that, even though preservice teaching experiences are mgor influences in their
understanding of teaching in an urban school, past life experiences, influences of family, and

former teachers are mgjor sources of knowledge as they learn how to work in urban settings.



Bdl and Goodson, (1985) have evauated the trangition from student to teacher by
examining the trangition of preservice teachers as they moved from student teaching to beginning
teaching. They found that beginning teachers experienced difficulties in overcoming their prior
beliefs and experiences, and those assigned to school environments different from their own had
difficulty adjusting to the new environments.

In addition, research has shown that personal experience prior to teaching shapes the
identity of beginning teachers. Buitt et d. (in Goodson, 1992) suggest that these experiences
contribute to the many facets of a person, such as hisher bdlief, values, dispostion, fedings,
guiding images, and principles. However, these researchers found the factors not to be static but
changing and evolving overtime. These researchers go on to suggest that educators of teachers
need to look at teachers asindividua students, evolving in their own specia ways, as they learn
how to act in aclassroom. According to these researchers, in order to understand how teachers
think, act, fed, and know what they know, it is necessary to understand their private and
professond histories in the context of their work. In the context of my current sudy wherel am
trying to understand preservice teachers perceptions of culturaly diverse sudents, it becomes
necessary to explore their life higtories in reference to their homes, schooling and college training
experiences with diversty.

Teachers Voice: A Phenomenological Per spective

To understand how preservice teachers perceive classroom culturd diversty, itis
important to study them in their current context and past life experiences. Since teechers
perceive, interpret, and understand teaching and learning from the perspective of their own lived
experiences, sudying their lives involves studying them in their present context, and how this
context is related to past experiences and future hopes. Some recent studies on beginning
teachers (Jensen et a. 1997; Sdlyer et d. 1998; Sand & Okhee, 1997) recognize the
importance of the teachers voices. These studies reved that teachers have lives and persona
identities that demand attention, for they influence who they are as classroom teachers, and how
they interpret the world around them.

Recognizing the importance of giving teachers opportunities to interpret their own
experiencesin amanner that reveals how they have been shaped by these experiences (Ball &



Goodson, 1985) is beneficia to educationd reform, and conducive to the empowerment of
teachers. The importance of listening to teachers' voicesis a compelling way to understand their
lives. As early as 1942, Allport (in Watson & Franke, 1985) recognized persond voice and
personal meaning as important research tools about other peopleslives. “If we want to know
how other people fed, what they experience, and what they remember, what their emotions and
motives are like, and the reasons for acting as they do, why not ask them? (Allport, in Watson
& Franke, 1985, p. 31).”

This perspective of using preservice teachers voice, to understand a phenomena differs
from other socia science approaches in that it acknowledges what the person fedls,
experiences, and thinks as important, and places personal meaning at the crux of astudy. A
phenomenologica approach uses the voices and the experiences of those who have lived
through the phenomena to understand it from their point of view.

A phenomenologica approach emphasizes entering into the field of the participants
perceptions, in order to seelife asthey seeit, S0 asto be able to determine what an experience
means for the persons who experienced it. In my current study, | find this gpproach to be a nor+
threatening way of letting the preservice teachers talk about their fears, hopes, successes, and
the chalenges they experience asthey learn how to work in culturdly diverse settings.

Although there are many different philosophical perspectives associated with the
phenomenological approach, for this sudy, an exisentia phenomenologica perspective is most
appropriate, for in the study of lives, these two philosophies are not easily separable.
Phenomenology pays attention to first person experience while exigentidism pays attention to
the actions, fedings and thoughts of the person (Seidman, 1991; Solomon, 1972).
Phenomenology describes the experience, while exigtentidism examines the experiences of
doing, participating, and choosng. Exisentialism, as a philosophy, stresses the worth of the
individud (Riemen, 1986; Seidman, 1991) while phenomenology stresses the meaning of the
experience (Creswell, 1998).

Exigentia phenomenology is interested in what people are and do, the beginnings of the
peoples thoughts and actions, and what people make of themsalves (Solomon, 1972). It istied
to the moods, fedings, and emotions of people as they go through an experience and describes
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not only what we do, but also how we do it, and how we know what we are doing (Seidman,
1991; Solomon, 1972).

Using an exigtentiad phenomenologica gpproach to the study of preservice teachers
lives, alows the preservice teachers lived experiences to be placed at the center of this study.
This approach cals for a presentation the world from the preservice teachers own perspectives,
taking them asthey exig, live, act, fed, and think (Buitt et a. in Goodson, 1992). This gpproach
will bring out the meanings behind the preservice teachers behaviors, fedings, thoughts, and
actionsin culturdly diverse classroom.

Exigentidism phenomenclogy ingsts on avoiding pre-judgments and laying asde one€'s
own fedings in order to understand the phenomena from the perspective of those being studied
(Creswd, 1998). Using this method, | will seek to understand the interns as students who
require empathy and understanding. This trandates into entering into the field of their
perceptions, seeing how they experience, live and display themselves and their worlds, as they
make meaning of ther lives. It istherefore necessary that | first set aside my pre-judgments
about the study, if | am to understand it from the perspective of the eight interns being studied.
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CHAPTER 111
METHODOLOGY
Introduction

To understand the overall work conducted in the fidd for this studly, it is necessary to
revigt the purpose for conducting this study. The purpose of this phenomenologica study wasto
have a better understanding of how preservice teachers perceive classroom culturd diversty,
through asking the following research questions: How do preservice teachers talk about
classroom culturd diversity? What stories do they tell about their experiences? How do they
make sense of culturd diverdty in terms of their home, schooling, and college training
experience? How does the experience of working in a diverse setting shape their understanding
of diversity? How does the student teaching experience shape their identity as teachers?

Due to the large number of culturdly diverse students entering schools today, it is
increasingly becoming necessary to explore how preservice teachers who may or may not have
the same kind of experiences with culturaly diverse students, perceive them (Lorenzo, 1997).
Recent studies conducted by Cabello and Burstein (1995); Martin (1997); Rodriquez and
Sjostrom (1995) have al reported that preservice teachers fed unprepared to work with
culturdly diverse sudents, due to the learning, cultura, and behaviord differences portrayed by
these students. Mgjority of preservice teachers fed inexperienced to cope with this diversity and
lessthan 9 % are reporting an interest in working in culturaly diverse settings (AATE, 1990;
Canndla& Reiff, 1994).

These demographics cal for a better understanding of why preservice teachers show
disnterest in teaching in culturadly diverse settings. | believe an in-depth exploration of the
preservice teachers understanding, and experiences with cultura diversity during their year of
Sudent teaching, and an exploration of their life experiences with culturd diversity, may givea
better understanding about why they fed unprepared for diversity.

The rest of this chapter presents the development of this phenomenologicd, quditative
study on preservice teachers perceptions of culturaly diverse sudents. It begins with a
description of theinitid work done in the field, the methods used for data collection, and how
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the data was andyzed. The chapter will conclude with ethical consderations and the limitations
of the study.
Situating the Phenomenon

My persond higtory has been alarge part of my interest in this study on cultura
diversty. My experiences as a Black person, and an internationa, bilingua student, have
consderably helped me develop an interest in multiculturalism and diversity because these are
issues | fed touch mein avery persond and professona way.

| started thinking about multiculturalism it's concepts, content and processes during my
doctord studies and exam preparation. In preparing for my preliminary exam, | started off by
looking at the literature on multicultural education, the various perspectives and how it is enacted
in the classroom. Being an outsider, with little knowledge of the American cultura diversty, |
wanted to understand how the various cultural perspectives found in this culturaly diverse
country are presented in the books, and enacted in the school curriculum. During my preliminary
exam, what stood out in most of my readings was the gap between multicultural education in
theory and multicultura educeation in practice.

| had opportunities to discuss my concerns with severd peoplein thefield of education
(professors and a school superintendent), who agreed that, with the curriculum being governed
by the Standards of Learning (SOL’s), multicultura education looked good in theory but not in
classroom practices. | therefore knew, it would not yield fruits conducting research on how
multicultura education is enacted in the classroom, especidly in the smal community wherel
was undertaking my graduate studies.

My interest in multicultural education was renewed when | attended a seminar on Lisa
D pit’s book, Other Peopl€ s Children (Delpit, 1995). | listened to one parent narrate how she
related to issues raised by Delpit regarding linguistically diverse children She related some of

the problems her children encountered in the school asthey tried to adjust to being in anew
country and learning anew culture and language, that differed from their home culture and
language. She expressed concern that her children were mocked by other students, and ignored
by teachers, who did not understand their cultura background. Being an internationa student
mysdf, | had faced smilar problems a various stages in my life, and could relate to her
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frugtrations with aschool system that did not readily accept her children's different cultura
upbringing. | was filled with arenewed interest about conducting research on multicultura
education.

| believed | had finaly found a researchable problem, and | fine-tuned my focusto
explore how teachers perceive diverse students. In the beginning, | was interested in looking at
only the English as Second Language (ESL) population in the schoals, but after discussons with
my advisor, | redlized that the ESL populations in the surrounding schools might not be large
enough for agudy. | fet it would enrich my study if | defined culturd diversity in terms of three
different sudent populations. English as Second Language (ESL) students, Low Economic
Status (LES), students, and Ethnic Minority students.

Pilot Study

My research problem became more focused after | took a seminar on * Schooling and
Diverdgty”. My initid assumption about the seminar was thet it would give me ingghtsinto the
diversity of the schools and how teachers address it. It turned out that we learned mainly about
oursalves - our perceptions about race and diversity issues. This seminar gave me an
opportunity to dialogue fredy (dthough with great difficulties) with other graduate sudents on
iSsues concerning raciam, diversity, inditutiona power, multicultural education, and cultura
diversty.

Weadl carried into this seminar our histories and our experiences as Students,
Employees, Parents, Blacks, Whites, Latinos, Gays, Catholics, Jews, Atheists, Teachers,
and a Graduate Community of Students. We were dl interested in talking about race
matters, yet not sure how far we could expose our fears, anger, frustrations, dreams, and hopes.
This class heped me redlize how deeply our individud racia and cultura perceptions are
ingrained in our higtories and experiences, and how chalenging and difficult it isto illuminate
these perceptions, as we try to dialogue across our cultural boundaries.

It was during some of these seminars that | had opportunities to dialogue with one
practicing teacher and two beginning teachers on their pergpectives about diversity in the
schools. None of the beginning teachers felt they had been prepared to work with adiverse
classroom. None of them had taken a diversity seminar before that helped them criticaly
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andyze their perceptions of cultura diversty. They dl agreed there was need for more seminars

on diversity issues, which would not only help them criticaly anayze their own perceptions, but

aso help them begin to understand how to work with culturdly diverse sudents. These
conversations ingpired me to explore culturd diversity perceptions within the school settings,
especialy with beginning teachers. As | started thinking about my study, two excerpts from the
conversations were especidly inspiring:

In thefirgt, Anna, a beginning teacher, talks about her perspective on diversity in the classroom:
| never talk to my students about race issues for severa reasons: | do not fed it
necessary to talk about it, unless thereis aneed. | mean what would | say? Let's St
down and talk about this Black child and their culture? | think | would sound like a
racis. | guess| fed like there hasto be areason, like if one of my students insults
another student or if the issue about race arose in the classroom front. | also fed likel
do not know much about other cultures, and so | am not a good resource person for my
sudents.... . We have learned about the civil war, the Native Indians, and the Black
History month, but it’s been from a historica viewpoint and we did not gpply it to what
IS going on today.

As| ligened to this beginning teacher, | could relate to what she was saying. If it were dready

difficult enough to illuminate race and culturd issuesin this graduate seminar, how chdlenging

would it be to bring it up with young students? However, this dso made me raise another
question. If teachers are not addressing race mattersin the classroom, where are they being
addressed?

When in another conversation with afdlow graduate student (Mary) who expressed her
frusgtrations with the seminar’ s racia issues that kept being the forefront of the discussons, it
gave me a different perspective on culturd diversty:

All I keep hearing in here is how White peoplein this country are privileged, how they

areracist, and how we have the power. | have never been aracig, at least asfar as|

know. | have had to work hard to be where | am today. | do not fed like | am
privileged for being White. When | hear that White people are privileged just by being

White, | keep thinking how am | privileged? | am White, does that make me aracist? |



believe there are opportunities for everyone today, Black White, Asans, | think al have
privileges. | dso believe racism does not exist today asit did then, but alot of people
are dill stuck in the old days when dl those bad things happened. Why can’'t we move
on, you know, draw aline, o.k. this happened, we cannot change it, but we need to
transcend beyond dl this and create a safe ground where dl of us can fed comfortable
talking with each other and not fed threstened by issues of race, privilege, cultura
differences, or our past histories?.
| found Mary’ s viewpoint very interesting, even though | did not entirely agree with her
perspective. | srongly believe that the history of this country is a part of the diversity inthe
schools today and to sweep it aside would mean going back to the mdting pot theory. | aso
believe that “being privilege’ is Hill avery debatable issue. However, | thought serioudy about
the word “transcending” and how it might be indirectly gpplicable to the classroom practices.
Connecting Mary’ s conversation with Anne's, | started raisng some very generd questions on
culturd diversty: (i) Isit possible to transcend beyond the histories of this country and if so, to
what direction? (iii) Do parents, teachers, schools, and society have an obligation to talk about
culturad matters? (iv) How do teachers, parents, and schools in general address cultural issues?
(v) Should culturd matters be brought up within our homes, and schools?
On becoming focused

These very broad questions and other conversations | had with various other peoplein
different contexts hel ped me develop some general ideas about exploring cultura perceptions. |
believed the best approach to start thinking about my study was answering some of these
questions. Eventualy my question for the research would change to focus more on preservice
teachers. | fdt this young generation of teachers had a different perspective on culturd diversity,
having experienced it in their schooling, in their homes, and in their communities. | also believed
that, to understand the preservice teachers perspective on culturd diversty, | had to look at
them as whole persons with lives and histories that may or may not influence their classroom
actions.

My overall purpose therefore, became to explore what cultural diversity meansto

preservice teachers working in culturaly diverse classrooms. | wasinterested in understanding



how it islike to be a sudent teacher, who may or may not have had different cultura
experiences before, suddenly exposed to diversity each day of his’her student teaching year.
How does one act? What fedings, influences, and thoughts comeinto play? | was interested in
hearing preservice teechers voices on what diversity means to them, and how thisinitia
teaching experience has contributed to their understanding of culturaly diverse sudents. These
many questions led me to the next research stage; looking for participants who would be
interested in participating in the study.

Data Gathering Procedures
Choosing the Study Participants

To answer the above questions on cultura perceptions, | narrowed my focusto
preservice teachers, and started exploring avenues to get some volunteers for the study. |
approached severd faculty members engaged in preparing preservice teachers, and talked to
them about using thair interns as participants in the sudy. Although severd faculty members
showed an interest in the study, | chose Dr. Gallagher, because he was closgly involved in my
graduate studies and had a number of interns doing their student teaching in area schools with
diverse populations.

In phenomenological studies, participants are chosen on the basis of one central issue:
that persona experiences shed light on a specific issue being explored. Maost important,
according to Creswell (1998) “they must be individuals who have experienced the phenomenon
being explored and can articulate their conscious experiences (p. 111).” In this study, the interns
were chosen to purposaly meet the focus of the study. In choosing the study participants, | used
the following criteria. (i) They were undergraduate studentsin their find academic yeer; (ii) They
were enralled in a one year Sudent teaching internship; (iii) The student teaching internship was
within the NK-5 grade range; (iv) Ther student teaching internship wasin a culturdly diverse
environment; and (v) They were willing to participate in the study.

For afina participant selection, | gpproached Dr. Gdlagher to help identity those
interns working with a significant number of culturaly diverse sudentsin their classrooms. |
began by asking the Internsin Dr. Galagher’ s teaching modd to identify the number of culturdly
diverse sudentsin their classroom and chose those interns who had a significant number of
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diverse sudents. | was looking for interns who were working with linguistically diverse (ESL)
students, ethnic minority students, and low socio-economic status (LES) students. Inthe end, |
chose ten interns who were working in four different e ementary schoolsto participate in the
study.

After identifying the participants, Dr. Galagher held a brief meeting with them to request
them on my behdf if they would be interested in participeting in the study. | followed up this
meseting with correspondence, giving them a generd idea of the study and thanking them for their
volunteering to participate. | dso told them they were free to decide whether they wanted to
participate in the study. They al expressed ther interest in the study and awillingness to
participate. | then sent a second correspondence suggesting the dates for the interviews and the
timesfor the meetings. All ten of them replied with the dates and times they felt worked within
their schedules.

Two of the interns would eventualy bow out due to other demands. Of the remaining
eight participants, Sx were of European descent, one of Italian descent and one was an African
American. All the participants were femal es between the ages of twenty and twenty-three years.

Timeline for interviewing

The interns were completing their student teaching placement end of April 1999 and,
graduating thereafter during the spring commencement. With thisin mind, | began interviewing in
early March, and continued through the last week of April. This gave me seven to eight weeks
of meeting with them for individua interviews. In the beginning, | foresaw mysdlf conducting
three interview sessons with each of them. However, since by early May they were busy
interviewing for jobs and getting ready for graduation, it became impossible to meet with them a
third time.

Two phenomenological interviews were conducted with theinterns: A classroom
experience interview, and a Life higtory interview. These two interviews were spaced 10 days
goart to alow the interns some time to reflect on the previous interview, and give them some
more time to gain experiences in their teaching placements. | believed capturing them when they
had gained experience in the classsooms was crucid to my study, for what | was seeking to

capture was the essence of the whole student teaching experience.
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By March when | started conducting the interviews, the interns had aready had one
semester of field placement and were now in their second and final semester. Each semester
they were placed in adifferent grade levd. This gave them the experience of working with
different sudents and different grade levels.

| found that in capturing the interns during their second semester of student teaching,
they were more comfortable in their teaching environments, had gained some teaching
experience, had more information about their diverse sudents, and were developing their own
styles and philosophies of teaching.

Phenomenologicd interviewing

Phenomenologica interviewing is one method that is used to gain access to peoples
perceptions and reflections. This method aims a understanding what the phenomenon has been
for the people who have experienced it. Phenomenologica interviewing is condructed in away
that helps the participants put their experiences into a progression or sequence. For my study,
phenomenologicd interviewing appeared to be mogt effective way to understand the
experiences and perceptions of the interns about their experiences with culturd diversity.

Conducting the Interviews

To understand their overal perceptions of culturd diversity, | started off by casting my
net wide (Briggs, 1986) as| tried to get as much information from them as possible. | made my
initid interview questions broad and generd. | sarted off by asking the interns a genera
question such as how they chose to get into teaching. This question led usin many directions
such astheir childhood, their schooling and their working experiences with sudents.

My opening questions were designed to elicit information about the kind of experiences
the interns had with children, the homes they came from, the schools they had gone to, and their
interests in children and teaching. In compiling the interview questions | looked for sources that
had conducted research on preservice teachers and diversity issues. The sourcesthat | found
gpplicable to the study were: Bullough and Gitlin (1995): On becoming a student teacher;
Depit (1995): Other peoples children; Dollase (1992): Voices of beginning teachers, Gonzales

(1995): Multicultural education in practice. Other quditative interviewing materials were dso

utilized.



To collect informetion from the student interns, | used oral narratives and stories,
because in life history and phenomenologica studies, a portrait of an individud’slifeis crested
from ora narratives and other persona documents. (Creswell, 1998; Seidman, 1991). Stories
communicate a broad message, or a set of bdiefs (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) while narratives
describe processes and events that led to a particular Situation (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). My
interest was to listen to the stories that the interns tell about their experiences, and the meanings
they make of these experiences. Through listening to their stories, | hoped to capture how the
interns thoughts, actions, fedlings and understanding evolved and developed, not only during the
student teaching year, but through-out their lived experiences.

In each interview which lasted about two hours, | followed (Moustakas, 1994)
suggestion that, in phenomenologica studies which are devoted to capturing people's
experiences, long interviews conssting of open-ended questions, casua chatting, and
exploration dicit detailled descriptions of the participants' lived experiences. | therefore, let the
student interns do their own narration and interrupted only to ask the next question or to prompt
for further details.

During the course of the interviews, | found some of the interns were more than willing
to take over the discusson and tell me dl about their experiences without my asking too many
guestions. Others needed to be asked details, especidly when they gave yes or no answers. In
such stuations, | would explore with them on their meanings, or would request them to give me
examples. When they gave concrete examples, | found | was better able to understand their
meanings about particular issues.

Classroom experience interview

My firg interview involved asking questions about the interns' classroom experiences
with diverse students. | asked them questions about their first weeks experiences of being in the
diverse classroom, their teaching approaches, their perspectives and experiences with
multicultural education, and, the behaviord and learning problems they encountered working in
diverse classrooms. | used the approach suggested by Butt et a. (in Goodson, 1992) of asking
questions about the present context and following into the past to stimulate recall. This approach
proved to be very helpful, because the interns not only recalled their current experiences, they



a0 reached out and compared their current teaching experiences with their memories of their
own schooling. Even though | knew | was going to conduct alife higtory interview with them,
during thisfird interview | let them talk about issuesin their life histories that they saw as
relevant to their current classroom practices. This helped me understand better how they made
sense of their current teaching practices, and culturd diversity.

The other interview technique | found helpful was one suggested by Anderson and Jack
(in Gluck & Patai, 1991), of “listening carefully to the interviews, the responses, aswell asthe
questions (p. 17).” For example, in asking the student interns to describe their initial classroom
experience, | found myself focusng on ther fedings, and their meanings. In doing o, | found
mysdf intuitively hearing the “inner voice” and becoming atuned to when they were
uncomfortable about a particular question, when a particular Situation was painful to talk about,
or when they did not want to answer certain questions. To avoid uncomfortable Stuations for
them, | would then take my questionsin a different direction. In such Stuations, | would make
notes that helped me reflect further about the situation, and why it made the intern fed
uncomfortable.

Life higory interview

The second interviews involved asking the student interns' questions about their lives,
because the life history approach seemed “best suited in unraveling the threads of persond
teacher related-biography.” (Woods, in J. Symth, 1988, 125). A life history interview isa
“procedure of diciting and recording persond stories in the subjects own words’ (Runyan,
1984 p. 23). Life histories focus on the meanings, which emerge in the particulars of stories of
past experiences.

The life higtory interviews, conducted ten days after the classroom experiences
interviews, involved asking questions about the interns schooling experiences with diversty, their
home experiences with diversity and their college training experiences with divergty. These
interviews helped me understand further the interns' classroom practices and how they made
sense of their current teaching experiences. Thelife history interviews aso helped to develop a
richer and deeper understanding of how they made sense of culturd diversty in their lives, and
in their teaching placements.



Audiotaping

All the conversations with the interns were audiotaped. During the interviews, there
were occasions when | would stop the tape and rewind, if an intern was unsure of what she had
sad last. After the fidldwork, the tapes became a helpful resource for re-living the inteniew and
tuning into the interns mood and tone of voice while they answered particular questions.

| tried to transcribe the audiotapes at the same time as | conducted the interviews. My
intention was to transcribe dl the audiotapes of the firgt interviews before conducting the second
interview. When this proved an impossible and overwhelming task, | relied on listening to the
tapes over and over again, reflecting in my journd about what needed eaboration and what |
needed to ask during the next interview. Listening to the audiotapes became an important part
of my study because this enabled me to visudize the interviews. As aresult, by thetime | Sarted
writing my dissertation, | felt | was very familiar with my text.

Note taking

To further make sense of my overal perceptions of the interns, the interviews, and the
study, | kept ajournd throughout the entire research journey. This journd formed my fieldnotes.
Fieldnotes consist of socid processes within the various contexts (Delamont, 1992). My
fieldnotes conssted of dally journd entries of my fedings, ideas generated from the interviews,
my perceptions of how the interviews were going, the physical and menta gppearance of the
participants, and my frame of thinking a the time of the interviewing.

Throughout my research journey, the journd has served as my soul baring and soul
searching (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In my journd | aired my frustrations, my fears, my hopes,
my joys and my triumphs.

Callecting related documents

Related documents a so proved important to my assessment of preservice teachers
perceptions of classroom cultura diversty. | obtained written permission from the participants
to read their weekly reflections, which they had kept throughout their student teaching year.
Bemett (in Bean & Zulich, 1991) seesreflective journals as away of helping teachers work
through their concerns and problems. In their weekly journals the preservice teachers reflected

on their classroom practices, ther triumphs, and their frustrations.



These reflective journas added ingght and richness to the interviews. They gave me a
better picture of the participants development and growth as teachers. The journa reflections
aso helped me understand better some of the things they had described in the interviews, which
needed e aboration or confirmation. They aso gave me a better picture of the classrooms, some
of the learning issues that the preservice teachers had described, the teaching and learning
processes they had talked about during the interviews, and an overdl fed for their one-year
teaching experience.

My Role as a Resear cher

| had worked for three years with undergraduate students as an advisor and | felt that
my graduate assistant position had prepared me for the role of a mentor, listener, advisor and
interviewer. These were roles that | found mysdlf assuming at various levels of the data gathering
process.

During the data- gathering phase, | struggled congtantly in understanding my role and
figuring out what role to take as | conducted the interviews. This Struggle sometimes arose from
the interviewing environment. | found myself more comfortable in my graduate sudent office, |
knew where everything was, and it was an environment | had used many times before to talk
with students. Inthis environment, | could take the role of a participant in the didogue, a hogt,
and afriend. | dso bdieve the interns felt more comfortable and friendly in this environment.

On occasionswhen | had to conduct the interviews in the schools, the flow of the
interviews was interrupted severa times either by other school teachers wanting to know if |
was a parent in need of a conference, or dueto lack of quite space for the interview. In one
such occasion, it took us fifteen minutes to find a place to sit for al the quiet places were
occupied. By then | was in panic and worried that we might have to cancel the appointment. |
had yet to learn how to adjust to unplanned emergencies such as missed gppointments, late
appointments, cancellations, or lack of interviewing space in the schoals.

Whenever | met theinternsin their classrooms, | felt they considered me more of an
interviewer. The process gppeared to be more forma, and the interns viewed me more from a
researcher/researched perspective. In suchinstances and throughout the research process, |
tried to convey to the internsthat | was alearner and they were the experts because of their
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experiences. | dso tried to convey to them that | was more interested in making the interviews a
didogue and encouraged them to raise issues they believed were important to the studly.

Early concerns

Mainowski (1967) who raises the issue of the effect that research has on the individua
conducting the study, acknowledges that, those who study humans are themselves human, and
bring to their sudy dl the complexitiesinvolved in sudying humean life. | identify mysdf asa
researcher who was embarking on an unknown journey and was not sure what it would yield.

| list severa concerns here, regarding my study that | felt were important for meto learn
how to handle before they might arise during the data- gathering phase:

How effective would | be as a person of color talking about cultural perceptions?

How do | encourage critica thinking from the participants?

How can | asaresearcher ded effectively with participants cultura perceptions?

How do | define what counts as negative or positive response towards cultural

diversty?

Wha are the limitsto what | could ask in this study?

How will 1 know when to sop?

| knew ultimately | could not resolve every concern until | got out into the field and started

to grasp how the data gathering process was proceeding. However, raising these concerns
hel ped me understand better the journey | was embarking on and how to handle Situations that
might arise. Severd of these concerns are further explored in the discusson chapter.

Data gathering issues

The eight interns were teaching in four dementary schools. The four dementary schools
differed in terms of the culturdly diverse student population. Two of the dementary schools
were within the proximity of the locd State University that bringsin Internationa students and
researchers whose children attend the loca dementary schools. There was therefore arelaively
larger number of linguidticaly diverse and ethnic minority student population in these two
elementary schools. The other two schools were both rurd schools serving an economicaly
diverse White student population. According to the interns in these two rurd schools, the

income levels ranged between very poor families and middle income families.



| worried about how this lack of complex diveraty in the schools would affect my
findings. | questioned if | would find different issues and concerns depending on the location of
the student teaching placement. To resolve this concern, | designed my interview protocol to
cover smilar topics and ask Smilar questionsthat | deemed relevant and applicable to the study.
To organize the data, | decided to organize it according to these two teaching placements. For
the interns working the rurd schools, | called it arura teaching experience, and for those who
were working near the State University, | named it a suburban teaching experience.

| believe in doing this, | was able to capture the smilarities and the differences that
emerged from these two student teaching locations. Because the questions were very smilar,
both the rurd and the suburban student teachers talked about similar issues they were faced
with teaching in culturdly diverse classroom. However, there were aso few differences that
emerged as aresult of working with different student populations.

Analyzing the Data

Transcribing and andyzing the presarvice teachers' life history and classroom interviews
using a phenomenologica approach turned out to be very detailed. For agenerd overview, |
garted by listening over and over again to the tapes and re-living the interviews. In ligening to
the recorded interviews, | was able to hear the tone of voice of the participants, listen to thelr
reactions to various questions, and look for information gaps.

When transcribing the data, | read through it severa times to get a good sense of the
overd| data. As| did this, | wrote reflective notes that served as reminders of issues that arose
as| collected the data. | borrowed the following steps from examples of phenomenologica data
analyses provided by Denzin (1989b); Seidman (1991); Colaizzi (1978). | aso used Wolcott
(1991) drategies, for transforming quditative data

i). Data managing: To manage the data | started by creeting and organizing computer files for
each of the study participants and each of the interviews. | had initidly planned to file the datain
the form of issues that emerged from the eight interns’ interviews, but the process proved
challenging because of the amount of datathat | had gathered. In the end, | decided to file the
data according to each study participant. This method was a more suitable method for a



phenomenologica sudy (Seidman, 1991). Each intern’ s file was given a pseudonym. | ended
up with eight different data files on individua classroom experiences and eight different data files
ontheinterns life experiences.

ii.) Reading and memos. The next stage was to read through al the transcribed interview notes
(conversing with the text). As| read, | made margin notes on what | consdered to be important
information. | also formed initia codes that helped me identify emerging patterns. For example,
if aparticular aspect of the notes involved talking about the homes of the students, | would write
home issues in my margins. Later on | went back and made more specific notes, such as*“home
life & parents’ “home life and poor” “parents and support” and so on.

iii.) Describing the data: To describe the data, | looked through dl the information collected, my
margin notes, the codes, and extracted those statements, phrases, and sentencesthat | believed
were most Sgnificant and relevant to each of the study participants. This process hel ped
eliminate those statements that contained the same meanings or were of little rdevance to the
study. This description of the data became a continuos process throughout the writing up stage.
iv.) Formulaing meanings: Important meanings were formulated by interpreting the significance
of each stlatement. This turned out to be a difficult process because | had to reflect severd times
on the classroom experience and life history interviews. Whatever meanings | came up with, |
would then figure out how they fit within the rest of the interviews. | tried not to contradict the
meanings of the participants. In insances when | was not sureif | was interpreting the meaning
correctly, | went back into my journa to see what | had written about the particular interview
and the participant. | also depended on the weekly reflections to clear some of the
contradictions | made as| interpreted the interns’ meanings. | found the process of reflecting on
ther journas very hepful, because it gave me aclearer picture of certain vague issues the interns
hed raised in the interviews.

v.) Clugtering of themes: | then formulated the important themes or issues as they emerged from
the patterns and meanings, of each of the interns' narratives. This process resulted in severd
issuesthat | felt were rlevant to the purpose of the study. These issues are: diverse sudents
home life; learning experiences of culturdly diverse sudents; teaching gpproaches in a culturaly

diverse classroom; behavior management in a culturdly diverse dassroom; multiculturd



education practices, life history; and, the interns' perspective of teaching for diversty. A
complete discussion of these issuesis presented in the portraits and the discussion chapter.
vi) Presenting the information: In a phenomenologica study where | was looking at each interns
experience and the essence of the experience, | found it more enriching to present the
experiences of each participant asa sngle case. Since | was aso looking at their individud life
experiences with diversty, | found that developing profiles of each individua intern amore
compelling way to understand them as whole person, with individua lives, and experiences that
impact on their classroom behaviors.

Establishing Credibility

Due to the nature of this study, where | am trying to understand preservice teachers
persona perceptions of cultura diversty, the lived experiences as narrated serve as aform of
credibility. Thisis because the lived experiences were narrated directly by the person’swho
experienced the life (Goodson, 1992). In this context the stories were narrated by the eight
interns. However, the study of life history relies on memory, and what the participants want the
researcher to know. Thus, it is possible to receive either haf-baked truths, or information
supplied form inaccurate memories of events. However, using the technique advanced by Buit
et a. (in Goodson, 1992) of beginning with the present experience and connecting it to the pat,
aded the interns recollections, thereby increasing the data credibility.

Thick written descriptions of the information collected through the interviews and the
documents may aso serve as ameans of credibility (Creswell, 1994). In-depth descriptions of
the events a'so ensure consistency and credibility of the data (Drew, Hardman, & Hart 1996).
In my presentation of the interns portraits, | have written in-depth descriptions of each of the
participants lived experiences in their own words.

| had hoped that the eight interns would aso serve as a check throughout the data
collection and andlys's process. But due to time limitations, it was not possible to give each of
them compl ete transcripts to react to. During the second interview, | touched on some issues
that needed clarification. After theinterviews, | relied on sending the participants eectronic mails
about particular issues that needed further clarification. | also relied on their faculty advisor and
their weekly reflective journds to help clarify some of the meaningsthat | had made out of the
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participants dories. | believe that | have been careful in capturing the meanings the participants
made of their classroom experiences and their lived experiences.

Triangulation of data

Triangulation is the way to ersure the trustworthiness of the study, by collection of
dternate forms of data that supports the findings. | used a variety of data from different sources
such as reflective journds, and the interviews. | dso did a cross checking of the information
gathered through reading closely the different interviews from the different participants to identify
consgtencies and the discrepancies in the various issues that arose from the study.

For conagtency, | compared the sudent interns’ life history interviews with their
classroom interviews to seeif there were consstenciesin their actions, believes, and
experiences. | also looked at other research conducted in the field of culturd diversity and
multiculturalism to see if there were issues that may be congstent with issuesraised in this study.
| dsodid an “audit trall” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.186) with severd faculty members and
other graduate students, about some of the issues that arose from my data. | believe dl these
drategies have helped yield more vauable data and provided a more holistic understanding of
the study.

Ethical Considerations

Anderson and Jack (in Gluck & Peatai, 1991) tdl usthat the first step in careful listening
to intervieweesisto “immerse oursdves in the interview, trying to understand the person’ s story
from their vantage point of view (p.19).” This meant that | bracket my own interpretations, my
own biases and let the interns interpret their own stories. Bracketing one' s biasesisaso a
drategy that is aso recommended in phenomenologica studies. Bracketing my biaseswas a
difficult and chalenging task for me. Since the interviews were days gpart, | found mysdlf
mentally comparing the interns classroom experiences. | aso found mysdf sometimes being
judgmentd of therr practices and how they talked about diverse students. On one such
occason, | wrotein my journd:

How can this be? Al | seemto hear is living in

broken honmes, trailer parks, discipline and | earning

probl ens, |ack of parental support, and | ack of
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experience as they describe their culturally diverse

students. | want to cry, | want to scream | want to

say to these Interns, can’t you see there is nore to

t hese students? But then | can’t. How can | remain

obj ective in ny study when | do not agree with sone

of the things | am hearing? How can | nove beyond
this pain to a rationalist view of the study? (March

25'"

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) suggest that as we try to make sense of our socid world, it
isimportant that we continudly raise awareness of our own biases. | knew | was becoming
biased and judgmenta. Bracketing mysdf out of the interviews was proving to be a difficult
procedure that initially affected, how | viewed my data. However, | reminded mysdlf that by
raising these biases | was becoming aware of my own perceptions and this became a continued
chalenge to work towards overcoming my biases. | knew that, despite my own persona
fedings, it wasimportant that | remain open and unbiased throughout the study to avoid
contamination of the deta.

The Virginia Tech protocol of human subject’ s stlandards was adhered to in the
implementation of this sudy. All the participants were informed of the purpose and the generd
procedures of the research in writing. A consent statement form was given to al participants
prior to the beginning of the study. (A consent statement form isincluded in Appendix A).

To protect participants  privacy, red names and any other defining characterigtics that
may be traced back to the informants were disguised. Instead, pseudonyms were used.
Considering the nature of my study, such precautions are necessary. Cultura issues are sendtive
and many people are fearful of being misinterpreted in their intentions and thoughts.

Limitations of the Study

The idea of usng the preservice teachers voices as a credible way of understanding
classroom diversity may be congdered alimitation of the study. | am basing the truth of the
study on the preservice teachers words. Becker (1998) states that “people know alot about
the world they livein (p. 98)” and to fully understand their experiences, we need to see the



world from their own eyes. However, he goes on to recommend that since the accounts people
give are given in aresearch setting, “these accounts cannot be taken at face value (p. 99).” To
offsat thislimitation, | use other forms of ‘listening’ such as the reflective journds, to understand
how the interns perceive classroom culturd diversty.

Another limitation may be the use of the interns as the study participants because they
were working in their cooperative teachers classrooms without dl the freedom and flexibility to
edtablish their own rules and guiddines. It is possible that they followed the cooperating
teachers ways of doing things and of perceiving working with diverse students. The way they
talk about diverse sudents, and how they work with them, may have smply reflected their
cooperating teachers approaches.

However, because | was aware of these limitations, | was able to ask questions
specificdly relating to the participants own “ ways of doing things” . | asked questions such as
“if thiswere your own classroom, what would you do differently?’ | dso asked specific
guestions such as “do you fed prepared to work in a diverse environment?’ | believe thet in
asking such questions | was able to cagpture some of the interns perceptions of teaching in
diverse classrooms.

Chapter Summary

To understand how preservice teachers perceive culturaly diverse students, the design
of this sudy gives grounding for the qualitative processes that took place throughout the
research journey. Phenomenologica interviews were the primary methods for collecting the
data. Other sources such asreflective journals were used to add depth and credibility to the
findings

Eight interns participated in this study on cultura perceptions. Each of them was
interviewed twice. A life history interview and a classroom experience interview were
conducted to assemble as much as possible a complete picture of the eight interns and their
experiences with culturd diversity. To analyze the data, | used severd drategies that have been
recommended by Denzin (1989b); Seidman (1991); and, Colaizzi (1978) for phenomenological
studies. For data presentation, | followed Seidman’s (1991) recommendation of developing



phenomenologicd profiles of individud participants. The next two chapters present these eight

interns narratives.



SETTING THE STAGE

In order to understand the preservice teachers perceptions of culturaly diverse students,
the next two chapters describe the stories and narratives which, the eight interns shared, about
their student teaching experiences. Within these accounts are their beliefs, challenges, attitudes,
fears, hopes, and tribulations as they each learn how to teach in culturdly diverse classrooms.
Also induded in these narratives is a reflection of their individud life experiences with cultura
divergty within their homes, schooling, and college training.

In atempting to understand how the eight interns perceive classroom culturd diversty, it
was necessary to ask the following research questions: How do preservice teachers talk about
classroom culturd diversity?, What stories do they tell about their experiences?, How do they
make sense of culturd diversity interms of their homes, schooling, and collegetraining
experiences?, How does the experience of working in diverse settings shape their understanding
of diversty?, How does the student teaching experience shape their identity as teachers?

To answer these questions, two, two-hour interviews were conducted with each of the
interns. Though the questions of the interviews were smilar, the eight narratives reflect individua
uniqueness as they each reflect on their experiences with culturd diversity.

To undergtand the interns' persona and professiona experiences and perceptions of
cultura diversty, it was necessary to locate this study within a phenomenologica inquiry.
Phenomenologica inquiry seeks to understand an individua’ s perceptions and meaning of a
phenomenon or experience (Mertens, 1998). Through asking what the participant’ s experience
is like, phenomenologicd inquiry tries to understand and describe the experience from the point
of view of the participant.

The next two chapters present individua narratives of how eght interns interpret and
perceive the cultural world around them. Whether about the classroom, their homes, their
schoaling, or their training, the narratives told by the eight interns are individualy presented to
give adear picture of how each perceived their experiences with culturd diversity. In presenting
the narratives, sometimes the redlity of the classroom experience and the reflection on their life
experiences are brought together to give a better perspective of the interns overdl experience
with diversty.



CHAPTER IV
A RURAL TEACHING EXPERIENCE

This chapter describes four of the eight interns individua classroom experiences and
perceptions of culturaly diverse sudents. The chapter adso presents these four internsindividua
life experiences with cultura diversty. A description of the interns, their age, and the student
teaching grade levelsis provided to give the reader a better picture of the individua interns. All
the names used are pseudonyms, and any information or description of the schools was
eliminated to protect the participants anonymity. The chapter ends with a summary of the four
interns overdl perceptions and experiences with culturd diversty.

The two rura schools that the four interns in this chapter were working in, served about
450 students each. They were both located in smdl, rural communities about 20-30 milesfrom
the large State University at which the interns were studying. The interns described the
communities as predominantly White, with primarily low-income families and afew middle-class

families

Chrigtina
Introduction and Decision to Teach

At 22 years of age, Chrigtinais petite, about five feet tal, but not afraid to say what she
believes. Dressed in brown pants and a short deeved gray blouse, one could easly mistake her
for a5" grader in this school. Thefirst time | met Christing, it was an early-release day and she
had decided to set aside her lesson planning time to meet with me. We met in the school’s
library because she felt more comfortable talking in alearning environment: “ | love books, they
help me think better.” According to Chrigtina, she was brought up to see school as the most
important thing in her life.

Chrigtina developed alove for learning early in life, and her desire has dways been to
work in alearning environment. Prior to student teaching, Christina had worked in daycare
environments, tutored in eementary schools, and served in various student governments. During
her student teaching year, she taught in fourth and fifth grade classrooms.

a7



Inside a Culturally Diverse Classroom

Early classroom concerns and challenges

The culturd make up of thisrura school was very different from Chrigtina's
background. The large number of students from low-income families surprised Christina, who
found the school/classroom to be very diverse even though demographicaly the school was
homogeneously White. During the spring semester, Christina had student taught in 4" gradein a
class of about 20 students. Out of these 20 students 11 of them were from lower-income
backgrounds, and 9 were from middle-income backgrounds. 4 of these lower-income students
were atending specid education classes, 2 of them had afull time classsroom Aide. None of her
students was ESL or any other ethnicity.

During the fal semester, Christina s class was aso composed of 20 students 10 from
lower-income levels, and 10 from middle-income levels, 1 was Black. She explainsthe diversity
within her two classes:

In aclass of 20 White students | had dl sorts of diversity. | had students who were at

different learning abilities, sudents with different home experiences, different family

sructures, different religious backgrounds, and severd students from poor families. |

cameto redize that even with a class where you will have 20 White sSudents there is il

some aspect of diversty.

Chrigina s definition of diversity was more encompassing to include more than ethnic
diversty. Her views of diversty appear to be influenced by her past experiences from her
community and her schoals. Chrigtina did not see the students as belonging to one cultura group
or one color. Instead, she looked beyond their surface homogeneity to see the diversity of
religion, family background, socio-economic status, and education.

Knowing the sudents

In teaching, Christina emphasized respect for each other and for differences, hence
bringing some aspect of her family influence into the classroom. Asachild, Chridtina s parents
had taught her to respect people' s differences no maiter whet their “racid or cultura origin” may
have been. “1 believe in respecting students each as their own individud, they will show you



respect back.” One way she fdlt she could achieve creating a respectful environment was by
being dble to interact well with dl her students.

| think the strength thet | have, which isjust naturd, is interacting with the kids and just

being able to recognize when they do not understand something without them telling me.

| did not know | had this ability, but | have been able to notice it and it makes them
more comfortable because then they do not have to say | do not get it. | look at them
and say, you know you are making a funny face, do you not get it? And they are more
comfortable with it, thisway because | do not embarrass them.
Having this ability has heped Chrigtina understand what the students are coming with, how
much they know, what they are not getting, and how to handle Stuations that can become
embarrassing for the students. As ateacher, Christina saw her role as being able to dedicate
hersdf one hundred percent to the learning styles of dl her students. She defined teaching as
being willing to put 150% or more work into it than is expected:

It means as ateacher expecting more from yourself than you expect from your students.

My belief isthat if you are going to be a good teacher you need to be so involved and

S0 excited about it that you are putting al thiswork into it so thet it is going to be naturd

for students and it’s going to be easy for themto learn. And it needs to be more work

for you because you need to create an environment where they can dl discover and

learn no matter what their cultura, ethnic or learning differences are.. . . .

Chrigtina emphasized thet her role as ateacher was to help dl students learn, “no matter
where they are coming from or what their economic backgrounds are.” According to Chrigting,
“every child is capable of learning and it is up to the teachersto tap into thisknowledge” This
attitude was evidenced in a conversation we had about some of her students who were going
for remedia reading:

| have these two girls that leave and go to the Specid Ed teacher during reading, but

they stay for everything dse. | am not redly sure why they leave for Specia Ed. | have

not seen them have problems with the reading that we do in Socid Studies. They have
been able to answer questions, and they have done well with their written responses to
questions. | kind of assess them mysdlf to see thelr progress. | have been told to look at
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their past files, and | do not redlly want to know, because | want to see how they are
with me and see how they perform on the assgnments that | give them and how they
work with one another, and | have not noticed a problem.
She went on to explain:
Last week | read their journds and found they had an ability to summarize awhole
chapter. Now, are these kids who need remedia learning? Even though their writing did
not reflect deep thoughts and fedings, | was very impressed by their piece of work.
And | believeif they were in my classroom, | would not refer them to anybody because
| have not had any problems with them. | just look at who they are now, and let them
prove themsalves, you know they have alot to show.
Chrigtinalooked a students as “ unique in their own way.” She believed they dl learned
differently, and epecidly in a diverse classroom where sudents came with varying learning
experiences and needs. She aso pointed out that “seeing each student’ s uniqueness would help
put an end to some of the remedia learning and specid education labding that has become a
trend in today’ s classroom.”

Teaching approaches in a diverse classroom

In teaching, Christina explained that, to be able to work with diverse students, “one has
to be able to bring in varying teaching practices that would benefit dl students.” Shefdt it was
important to “ use what the students aready knew” in order to help her as ateacher learn and
understand where they were in their knowledge.

| have found mysdf using alot of the sudents' thoughts to run the dass. | like to know

where each of them is at firgt, before | venture into bringing in my thoughts and ideas

about a particular topic. Because dl the students are not at the same learning leve, or
have not had the same kind of experiences, | like to first know where they dl are before
| teach them. | like to focus my attention on the students and take time to provide the
opportunities for them to have authentic, fun learning experiences. Through
communicating with them, | discover many attributes from each of them, and each day |
think of how I can make learning better and fun for dl of them.



Through talking and discussing with the students about a particular topic, Christina gets
to learn what they aready know about the topic. She fedsit isimportant to first gauge from the
students their knowledge about a subject before teaching it.

Use of group and collaborative learning is another teaching approach that Christina used
in her dlassrooms. Christina believed that collaborative learning hel ps students learn together.
“To be able to have good collaborative learning, you have to creste an environment where
making misakesis alearning experience.”

To methereis no wrong or right answer. That iswhy | tend to use more student

discussions and thoughts. Every child in my classroom deserves to be heard, whether

they come up with the best answer or not. Because of how | have created this
environment, | find al my students are very engaged and very excited about learning. |
find that even those students who may get bored with the assignment do not, because
they are working together elther in smdl groups or in large discussion groups.

Chrigtina nicknamed her discusson style “the basic plan.” She would create a discussion
about something that is of relevance to the students, such aswhat is going on in school or
something that they were interested in. Through discussion she finds that student input helps her
figure out what they may already know.

Learning experiences of diverse sudents

Chrigtina knew her experiences and some of her students experiences were very
different. She, therefore, did not want to assume they knew things. She believed it was
important, when trying to tie things together, to be considerate of the students who probably did
not have the same experiences. She explained:

In adiverse classroom you will have students who know alot because they have had a

lot of experiences, and there are students who are behind in some of these things.

Whenever we start talking about atopic and | notice that some students are logt, that is

when | try to take advantage of students as resources, S0 that the rest of the students

can know what we are talking about. | try to get some studentsto talk about their

experiences.
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Chrigtina so emphasized that she did not favor only those students who have had more
experiences, ingead, she looks at different areas that can be applicable to a certain topic then
students take turns talking about what they know.

Teaching from amulticultural pergpective

From Chrigtina s viewpoint, amulticulturd curriculum is necessary in the schools today.
She believed multicultura education “provides students with a more haolistic look at the world. It
is not only about learning the different cultures, but going deeper and learning how people
behave, why they behave that way, and their vaue systems.”

Chrigtinalooked at multiculturd education from the pergpectives she had received
during her schooling where she had severa opportunities to learn in-depth about cultural
diversity. During her student teaching experience, she had very few opportunities where she
could teach her students about other less-known cultures. Christina felt that her school was not
doing enough to “incorporate a multiculturd perspective into the curriculum.” According to
Chrigting, the Virginia Standards of Learning, (SOL’s) which mandates what a teacher could
teach, did not give alot of leeway for incorporating amulticultural perspective. She went on to
express.

Students are not getting exposed to the contributions of the different diverse culturesin

this country. There is need for sudents to know where they came from, where the

African Americans came from, why they are here, the importance of the native Indians

in this country, and the immigration of the Europeans. Exposing and senditizing the

sudents to these issues will develop them into citizens who are respectful of each other
and each other’ s differences.

Chrigtina commented that she felt very discouraged with her student teaching experience
because there lacked support for culturd diversty and multiculturdism. In terms of culturd
diversty, she explained that the students were being “cheated out on something that was very
important in the world they would face once they got out of school.”
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Classroom management
When | asked Chrigtinato talk about her behavioral and disciplinary stylein adiverse

classroom, she corrected me and told me the term she used was “classroom management” and
not discipline. Chrigtina explained that she chose management because she did not believein
discipline. “ Discipline sounds to me like corpord punishment. Management is more positive,”
sheexplans

| believe in creating a pogtive learning environment for dl my students. When students

are engaged and interested in what you are teaching, you are able to control the class

and avoid behaviord issues. | aso believe that when you know your students, you will
be able to tell when something is no longer interesting for them and change to something
that will keep them engaged.

As part of classroom management, respect for her sudents and caring for them as
individuas was very important. These extended to her belief of diversity and respect for
differences that she had talked about earlier on. She found that because she was able to respect
her sudents that they, in turn, respected her. According to her, being shown respect by students
isthe “biggest reward as ateacher.”

Chrigtina dso tried to understand her sudents behaviors by knowing them individualy.
Through communicating with them, and through what she had been told by her cooperating
teachers, she explained that “some of her students did not come from very good homes and
some of their classroom problems ssemmed from family problems.” To emphasize her point, she
gave an example of one of her sudents:

Tommy stuck out like a sore thumb. He had alot of problems socidly and he had alot

of anger. He was from a very poor background. He was stubborn and he would get

angry about being in school. He had been taken away from his mother because his

mother’ s boyfriend was besting her and him so he was living with his grandparentsin a

trailer. His grandparents did not redlly want him, so hewas't in agood home. He

wasn't redly being cared for. So he had aredly hard time in school, and | think it had a

lot to do with, obvioudy, where he had been and where he was coming from. Y ou

could have waked into the classroom and easily tell who my problem child was



because | spent the whole day on him. | had problems with him amost every single day.
But | knew Tommy and | knew that he had alot of family issuesto ded with. | do not
make excuses for his behavior, but when your home lifeisnot so gredt, it can redly
affect your sdf-esteem, your learning, and your behavior. | truly believe Tommy was a
good child. He just had alot to ded with.
Chrigina fet postive about Tommy’s learning ability. She had come to understand Tommy’'s
background and tried to help him dedl with the problems he was facing in school such as not
doing his homework. In this way, she was able to reach out and motivate him to learn.
Chrigtina’' s perception of classroom management portrays her strong attitude towards
respect and understanding of differences. As ateacher, Christina“looks beyond the classroom
problems to the more complex issues that a sudent bringsinto the classroom.”

Parentsinvolvement in adiverse dassroom

Working in economicaly diverse classroom aso means working with an economically
diverse group of parents. Christina commented that “the mgjority of the parentsin her two
classes had been very supportive.” She went on to explain, “even those parents who could not
afford to give everything to ther children, had been supportive when it came to helping with
homework, attending conferences, or school related activities.” She shared her view about
parental support as “how ateacher communicates with the parents. Building a good relationship
with the parents, being on their Sde and not againgt them.” According to Chrigting, “parents
want their children to learn and are proud to hear their child is doing wdl in school.” Shefdt it
was the work of the teacher to build “good rdationships’ with parents.

Chrigina believed the role of the teacher was to kegp communication lines open with
the parents at al times and not just during conferences. “It’ sjust as important that parents know
how their child is performing and not just the bad behavior. You must dso tdll them thet their
child was doing well in class”

She believed that the mgority of parents were scared of approaching the teachers, or
assumed the teachers know best, but it was necessary that “teachers take it upon themselvesto
let parents know thelr input was vaid in the learning of their children.” Chriginadso felt it was

important to understand that in a diverse classroom;



Not dl parentswill be supportive and involved in their child's learning, because of other
circumstances. In these Stuations teachers need to be understanding of the
circumstances and offer ways to help the students learn instead of using the students
backgrounds as an excuse for failure.

Chrigtina’ s Journey of Growth and Reflection

Chrigtina sums up her student teaching year as a very good experience. Her passion for
learning continues even in the classroom. Because of her love for learning, she fedsthat sheis
certanly in the right profession.

In teaching a diverse classroom, Chrigtina has found out “there were many thingsin the
diverse classroom that need to be changed.” She saw “tracking” and “labding” of students
when she was a student and still sees these things continue to happen. She, therefore, feds that
schools have along way to go before they recognize the diversity of the students and how to
address diverse students.

The student teaching experience has dso helped Chrigtina bring in experiences she had
learned in her life. Because of the way she was brought up, she aready had an understanding of
culturd, religious and racid differences, and she has been able to transfer some of thisinto her
classroom practices. In one of her weekly reflections she wrote what student teaching has been
for her:

| believe this student teaching year has been very beneficial to me. It has been an eye

opener to alot of classroom issues that you ded with when you work in adiverse

classroom. It has helped me think back to when | was a student and how my teachers
taught me. | have been able to bring in the most important lesson | learned from my
parents:. respect for differences and of everyone. It has helped me to grow into amore
confident teacher. It has made me redlize how teaching well makes a difference to the
sudents. | fed like | was able to reach out to alot of them. If | can continue growing in

thisway, then | believe that | will be able to help my students. (Tuesday Nov. 3
However, Chrigina gill feds she has along way to go before she can fed fully prepared to

work in adiverse classroom:



Part of me thinks, well, maybe | could do it, and | would loveto bein adiverse
classroom. But | dill do not think | have been trained to work in redly diverse
environments. | do not think 1 have enough experience to convey my interest and to
show that | do care, want to know, and respect diverse students. | also believe that the
best experienceisthe classroom experience. | fed | have along way togo asl learn
how to work with students from diverse cultures, but | think it takes being exposed to it
and being interested in working with al students.
Even though Christina does not fed prepared and ready to work in a diverse classroom,
she has alot to offer in adiverse classroom. She cares about her students and wants to make a
difference in therr lives. She feds very passionate about learning and wants to help each child
who passes through her classroom to develop alove for learning. “If they never remember me

for anything else, let them remember me as a very passionate teacher.”

Life Influences and Experiences with Diversity

L essons from home

Chrigtinawas brought up in asmal New Jersey community, in avery diverse cultura
and religious environment. She pointed out “there was more divergity in this smal community
than | experienced during my four yearsin college” Her community consisted of diverse people
from different cultural backgrounds. There was aso diversity of religion especidly Jewish,
Catholic, and Hinduism. 1t was a community where no one caled themsaves one hundred
percent American for everyone identified with his or her culture and with where they came from.
Chridina explains what diversty meant in this smal community:

The diversity in my community was very much recognized and there were no issues with
it. It redly wasn't something that was ever addressed in the community. | could live next
door with Indian or Chinese neighbors, and no one found it a big dedl. The community
isaso very rdigious. It is split up in terms of Jewish, Cathalic, and Hinduism. No one
thought twice about those people who went to the Temple on Saturdays or those who
went to Church on Sundays. It is an accepted way of life and everyone lives with it.



Diverdty of people, religions, and different ways of life has dways been a part of Chridtina slife
and she learned early in life to respect peopl€e s differences.
Family background and heritage

Family and rdligion played a big role in Chrigtina s life. These values were a continued
source of strength to her and brought about her strong sense of commitment to diversity and
respect for differences. Chrigtina comes from a strong Italian and Irish background, which is
part of her family’s proud heritage. Her mother’ sfamily isIrish, and her father’ sfamily is Itdian.
She described what stood out from both sides.

It’ s been interesting for me, growing up in thiskind of family. From my mum’sfamily

they emphasized rdigion. And | think that’ s because of having come from Irdland. They

areredly proud of ther rdigion. My dad's Italian background emphasized food and
family. | come from avery close family. And we love good food. Oh yes My family
loves good food.

Chrigtina s parents taught her early to respect everyone regardless of their differences.
She described her parents as being very firm in telling her and her sblings not to judge people
based on who they are, how they talked, where they lived or what/how they looked like. Her
mother’ s sster had been born with physica disabilities, and according to Chridting, this
experience left her mother very adamant about respecting peopl€e’ s differences.

L essons from schoal

Chridina s dementary school was both ethnicaly and religioudy diverse. “Building on
sudents culturd diversity” ishow Chrigtina saw her dementary school. Her perceptions of
multicultura education were grounded in some of the things she learned in her early schooling
years. Her early schooling was a continued source of knowledge and growth in learning about
how other people lived.

We had parents come in and talk to us about their culture. We knew about everyone's

specid and religious holidays, and we talked about them in the classroom. We knew

who went to mass on Sunday, and who went to the mosque. We used to discuss these
differences openly. It is different for me coming here and finding out you cannot even

talk about your religion in the classroom.
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Having being brought up Irish and a Cathalic, Chrigtinawas very connected with her religion,
and fdt it wasimportant to observe rdigious holidays. Coming into student teaching, she found
out she could not talk about her religion or any of her sudents' religions which was a big
disappointment to her for she had expected that her student teaching experiences would be
amilar to her schooling experiences.

Divergty in high school

Her high school was dso very diversfied in terms of ethnicity and socid economic
gatus. She found that in her high schoal, there were African Americans, Latinos and Asian
sudents. The students were also from alarge mix of socia economic classes. According to
Chriding, this diverdity was not always recognized. Students were “very separated and were
more interested in staying in their own ethnic groups and cliques.”

Chriginaexplained that it was during this time that she started fedling very disconnected
with her schooling. She could not understand “why people would not get dong” even though
there was no violence among the different groups of students. She fdlt that “students avoided
each other based on where they came from, their cultura and racia differences, how they
dressed or how they looked.” Christina saw this as againgt the way her family had brought her
up. Chrigtina s disllusonment with the school was further worsened by an incident that occurred
in her high schooal:

The one racid incident that | remember happened in my senior year. A student had

written aracid dogan in one of the boys bathrooms. | was in the same class with this

student and had dways known him not to make necessarily racid comments, but just
pointing out differencesin people. When it was brought to the student committee for
discussion, | was the only one who said he should be suspended and do some
community work. | felt strongly that he deserved to be punished. Everyone €lse was so
angry with methat | had made such a suggestion. That year alot of my friends ended up
not talking to me because | had stood up for what | knew was right.

It was at thistime that Chrigtina started noticing other things that she had ignored before.
Shewas in what was called “enrichment classes for honors students.” She started to notice that

the mgjority of the students in these classes were from “the same economic status.”



In my enrichment classes, you could dmost tell most of the kids were from very good
neighborhoods. They had parents who were very rich. | do not recdl seeing any of the
low-income kids in those classes. Maybe there were afew, but | do not recdll. | guess
those kids whose parents had a bit of some money had given them more experiences,
but | do not believe that we were more intdligert than our peers. | did not believe in this
and it bothered me.
Such enrichment classes added to the separation of students. It was a this time that Chrigtina
went through a stage of “sdf-criticiam.” Shewas at apoint in her life where she was developing
her own identity and her thoughts and started looking at culturd diversity from avery different
perspective. Chrigtinawas beginning to understand thet, “ diversity did not necessarily mean
respect for differences, but it also meant treeting everyone equaly.”

Multiculturd curriculum

One important aspect about her middle school and high school teachersthat Christina
appreciated was “their knowledge about multiculturalism and their willingness to share this
knowledge with the students.” In schoal, she not only learned about the Civil War, but dso
about the holocaust. Her school celebrated Black history month and she learned about other
internationa cultures. She gives examples of some of the things she recalls learning that were
multiculturd:

When | wasin high school we learned about the Civil War. We talked alot about

davery and about the African- American culture and why they were herein the first

place. | think at the high school leve it was redly interesting to Sudy it and the teacher
was redly into it and we had alot of discusson about it, and | redly enjoyed that.

We ds0 studied about Black History month, and aso in another Higtory classin my

junior year we studied World War 11. We went into extreme depth about the Holocaust

S0 it was abig study time for us. And there were students who had gone over and done

the Walk of the Living, and they had gone and taken pictures and they did a

presentation in the school. That was something everyone found to be very interesting

because the mgority of us knew very little about the holocaudt.
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In my English class, we did Russian Literature and we talked alittle bit about Russan
culture and different countriesin Russia. | think this coincided with when the countries
were changing and | remember we talked alot about the different countries. My
literature teacher had some Russian blood in her and this made it even more effective
because | felt like she was talking about something that touched her in a persond way. |
remember being confused about the changes that were taking place, but my teacher was

S0 good at explaining thingsand | learned alot from her.

Chrigtina thought that learning about the different cultures made a“big impresson on dl
of them.” The fact that there were teachers who were from diverse cultures “played an
important role in how multicultura education was presented in my school.” Christina compared
this experience with her current student teaching experience, and the unit she taught on the Civil
War:

The Civil War in my class was presented directly from the SOL’s. We did just what the

students were supposed to know. We did not venture into deep things like why davery

took placein the firgt place. | did not even fed like my students got anything important
out of it. They just got to know the names of the generds who fought in the Civil War.

They did not get to learn about important things like how the African Americans got

here, or how the Civil War sarted. | fdt like it was just smplified so much and none of

the important details were given.

Chrigtina said she was disgppointed a the lack of depth in the curriculum about the Civil
War, for her understanding of multicultural education was thet information became meaningful to
sudents only if presented in details.

L essons from college training

Coming to college, according to Christing, was a very different experience. “Everyone
assumed that everyone was ether one religion, celebrated the same holidays, or had the same
beliefs.” She fdt that such assumptions would not have happened in her community because
“you were surrounded by differences.” She was aso surprised when she came to college and
everyone would ask her where her name was from, for thisis a question that she had never
been asked before.



Of course everyone had a strange name in our community! | had never stopped to

think, now what does that name mean? | had never before been asked where my name

camefrom. | fdt like aforeigner here a first, and | had to get used to telling people that
| am Itaian. Thiswas something | was not used to.

Chrigtina expressed her disgppointment of not being prepared in college to work with
diverse students. She had expected there would be seminars and classes on multicultural
educetion, but what she learned was “minimal.”

Coming to college, | had thought that | would learn more about multicultura education. |

learned more about other culturesin eementary school and in my high school than | did

in college. | do not recdll taking aclass that dedlt with diversity; we had a Socid Studies

class, but what we learned in this class was not redly relevant in working with these
students. My Early Childhood Education classes helped me understand the
developmental needs of students, but these classes did not even talk about the culturd
differences of kids, and how to ded with these differences. | was lucky because | was
dready experienced with diverdty, unlike some of the student teachers.
Because of thislack of preparation to work with diverse sudents, Christina believes sheis dill
not completely ready to work in culturdly diverse settings.
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Karen
Background and Decision to Teach

When | first met Karen she had just finished what she referred to as “ another day of
teaching.” Within minutes she was chatting away about the dull rainy wesether, and before long,
we were both relaxed and ready to start the interview.

The 20-year-old European American femde recdls enjoying working with young
children, especialy her younger sster. “I like being around kids because they meke me fed
good,” she gtated as she went on to explain how she decided to get into the Early Childhood
program. “They are S0 interesting and full of life, and | am so energetic, so together we are just
ateam.” Karen had worked in severa day care environments before venturing into the real
classroom. During her student teaching placement, she taught in third and fifth grade classes.

Inside a Culturally Diver se Classroom

Chdlenges of adiverse dassroom

Karen'sfirg few weeks of being in the classroom were a“big chdlenge” Working in a
rurd school with children who were from poor backgrounds was a new experience for Karen.
The responghilities of teaching aso overwhelmed her. “I was not prepared &t al for thisyear. |
had no clue how to plan, how to discipline, or even how to manage a classroom.” She had not
worked in a classroom environment before gpart from the university Human Development Lab,
and she felt that the experience did not prepare her to work within a public school setting.

During the spring semester, Karen had worked in a 3 grade class where she explained
the student divergity as; 12 students from poor backgrounds, 5 from middle- class backgrounds,
and 6 of these students from poor backgrounds were going remedid classes. During the fall
student teaching placement, Karen's class composed of 9 students from lower-income
backgrounds, 5 from middle-income, 1 from high income and 1 child was bi-racid and had a
full ime ade.

One of Karen'sfird cultural shocks was seeing that the students she was teaching did
not grasp things as quickly as she expected them to.

For me | was, Oh! My God, | can't believe they can't get that. | can’t believeit. The

first big unit that | taught was on time. | just could not believe they could not understand
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some of the things, like teling time. | guess | was thinking about mysdlf. When | went to

school | understood things pretty easily so it was hard to decipher how their minds

worked and to think how they were thinking. My teacher would say you have to think

a ther leve. 1t was very hard for meto try and think &t their level, and come up with

drategiesthat | could apply to teach them.

Karen fdt overwhemed from teaching students who were extremely diversein their
learning. She felt burned out. Karen dso commented that her students were not only having
learning problems, but aso had many family problems, such as poverty, sngle parent homes,
and living in fogter homes. She gave an example of such ascenario:

| hed thisgirl in my dass with multiple disgbilities. She was physicaly and sexudly

abused from 18 months to about 6 years old; she just would be locked in aroom and

actualy be abused, s0 her disabilities came from what happened in the past. She used
to defecate on hersdlf; it was redly bad. In the classroom she would lie and she would
stedl and do things, and | guess it was because she had some bad, 8 years, of her life.

She was now living with afoster family that | guess took her to live with them, because

of what had happened. But this foster family has two other children and so sheiis not

getting the attention and the support she realy needs.

Karen fdt she not only had to dea with home problems, but dso dl the other problems
that her sudents came with to the classroom. She explains

My 3" grade classis composed of every child that had a disability, afamily problem, or

labdl. It was very diverse. We are a a point where you are just like you want to help

them, but they are never going to get it. They just do not understand. | mean we spend a

month on divison. They think dividing 3 and a5 isjust impossible. | mean it thisis bad!

And there is not much that one can do. They are just problem kids, and you just do

what you can do with them.

Karen commented that her class was composed of al the children in 3rd grade who had a
problem. “They are dl tracked into this one class” Trying to work with this group of students
was a difficult experience that Karen had not been prepared to handle.



It was s0 hard for the kids because firg of dl, they did not have anything. Many of them
came from very poor backgrounds. Y ou fed bad, you dmost fed guilty. You dmost
want to do something about it. But you know there is nothing you can do. | think it's
harder when you are fedling guilty knowing you cannot help; you cannot change the
gtudion, | think it's bad because you know what they are going home to and it's not
necessarily going to be a good home life,

Karen fet guilty about what her poor children were going through. But she felt there was nothing

she could do about their situations.

A different kind of experience

The chdlenges of teaching in a diverse classroom are numerous, more so when oneisa
student teacher who has not had these kinds of experiences before. For Karen, her biggest
chalenge was seeing the socioeconomic differences of her students. Karen explained that her
background experiences and those of her students were very different, making it challenging for
her to rdlate to them. She explains:

Here | was, this spoilt grl who had gone to good schools and my parents had provided

me with everything. | had been to many places, | had traveled and dl, and | generdly

was thinking and teaching from that perspective, assuming that the sudents had some of
the same exposures.
She goes on to give an example of the differences between her and her sudents:

| recall this onetime | was talking to them about museums, and the kinds of things found

in the museum. | kind of jugt taught it like they had dl been in amuseum. They were

amazed at some of the things you find there, and | had to go back and think, hey,
maybe some of these kids have never been to the museum, maybe | need to explainin
detall. That was chdlenging for me, because you redly have to find ways to makeit as
red for them as possible. You redly haveto think a their leve, which was very difficult.

Karen was concerned that her students had very few learning experiences they could
use in the classroom. When talking about some of her students' experiences, she commented

“mogt of their experiences were from going to places like Wa-Mart,



K-Mart, or the laundry.” She did not hear them “taking about going to the library, avist to the
bookstore, museum, or educationa things they did with their parents.” She felt unfamiliar with
their experiences, and did not understand where they were coming from. She found it difficult to
relate to her students.

Regarding academic performance, Karen commented that she had noticed that students
who were from middle-income backgrounds performed better than those students who were
from low-income backgrounds. She explains:

You never redly think about it, until you start teeching. That is where you notice where

the kids are lacking. There are some kids who have been everywhere, who know

everything; their parents have given them good exposure. Like right now | have achild
whose been everywhere you know! Europe, you nameit. We have this* around the
world” spelling unit and | mention anywhere, and he seems to know where that is. Then
we have others who are completely lost as you teach, because they have never been
outside their small town, and they do not know much about other places even other
towns closer to them. They are not exposed at al.

Due to the learning exposure some of her students recelved, they were “ aready equipped with

some basic learning knowledge unlike students who did not have the same experiences.” Karen

had come to see that “ exposure to learning experiences made a difference in how children

learn.” She, therefore, fet it wasimportant that al children be exposed to learning experiences

other than what they got in the classroom.

Teaching approaches

Karen's gpproach to teaching involved teaching and managing classroom behaviors.
Due to the differences found in her students' learning styles, she found that her best teaching
method was through the use of “group work,” and “pairing up students.” In pairing students, she
noticed that students who had problems understanding the content learned best from their peers.
Working together according to Karen, was a'so away to “keep dl the students active and
engaged.” However, this cooperative learning method did not aways work, due to the diversity

makeup of her class.



In the beginning, Karen's style of teaching was to teach from the perspective of the
students who understood the materia, and those who paid attention to what she was teaching.
Her teaching perspective was from her past experiences of herself as a student. In asking
questions, she referred to those students who aways answered questions until her cooperating
teacher pointed it out to her. It took her awhile to recognize that, “not all students were & the
same learning ability level,” and she needed to adjust her teaching style if she was going to reach
all of them. However, even after utilizing dl the teaching strategies she had learned, she felt there
were students who “never get it.”

It isredly difficult to decide how best to teach some of these kids. | think there are

some kids who will not learn the materiad no matter how much you try. | repeat mysdf, |

make it interesting, and | make it as Smple asit can be. But | cannot get to some of
them.
Karen felt she presented her overal teaching in smple and understandable manner. However,
she had found that there were some students who “were never going get it,” no matter how
much she tried. Karen dso strongly believes that parents are the first teachers of their children.
According to her, the students were not getting the extra help a home, hence, they were not
learning in school as well asthey should. Karen commented that she had noticed a* big gap”
between students “who got help at home versus those who did not.” This made her believe that
parents played amgor rolein their children’s learning.
Teaching from amulticultural pergpective

In explaining how sheincorporated multiculturdism into her teaching, Karen stated, “her
school had very few ethnic students, hence teachers' did not address multicultura education.”
She a'so commented that, the little she had taught about multicultura education was governed
by the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL’s), and “was not very gpplicable to the sudentsin
her classroom or in today’ s modern world:”

During one of the units, we studied different countries and different culturesthat are

redly ancient, for example ancient Greece. | noticed that the teachers do not branch out

into modern countries; it'sdl ancient and it just fedslike, it isway of avoiding what the
students need to be learning. They should be learning about their cultures, and other



modern cultures, instead of learning about some ancient time in the world they do not

need to know abot.

According to Karen, what the students were learning appeared to be amulticultura education
lacking in depth, just like the multicultural education she explained she had learned during her
early schooling.

Karen dso mentioned that when her cooperating teachers' talked about cultures, the
emphases was mainly during Black History month. Karen was opposed to this. She fet that
recognizing only one culture was away of creating divisveness among the different cultura
groups. She expressed:

Why do they have Women’s month, a Black History month, or International week?

Why don’t we recognize every one of them dl year through, dl the time? Making one

group more unique than others creste conflicts. It makes people fed they need to talk

about that group during that specid occasion only. The Black History month seemsto
say, O.K. tak about us during the month of February, then thereafter, you do not have
to do anything else. | wish we could cover dl the different cultures in the curriculum, bits
and pieces of things that are important.
Karen recognizes that multicultural education should be part and parcel of the whole curriculum
and not for specid occasons only. She dso feds that multicultura education should be dl
encompassing, touching on the various cultura groups found in the United States, and not only
“gpecid groups of people.”
Parentd involvement in a diverse classroom

In talking about parents and their involvement within the school and the classroom,
Karen commented that she found it difficult to get parents involved in the everyday activities of
the classroom. She explains

Y ou would expect that elementary school kids are till at the stage where they need

their parents to help them with homework, and come to talk to teachers about learning.

But, thiswas not the case with my classes. Kids would come without their homework

done, they would say no one was there to help them, they would come without logging

their logbooks...It's endless.
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A lot of my kidsdso livein tralers; you could tdl when their parents camein, you
know, their gppearance or attitude. Then we had some kids who are livingin big
houses, they arerich, and they get help with their homework. These are kids whose
parents val ue education more.
In comparing her economicaly diverse parents, Karen felt certain that parents who showed
interest in thelr children’ s learning were from middle-income backgrounds. Karen felt that the
mgority of parents who were from low-income backgrounds were aways working, hence they
did not have the time to get involved in their children’ s education. She went on to explain:

| saw very few of those poor parents come for school-related activities. | think these

parents work full time and their homes are the kind of places for the poor, | guess

reeding for ther children is not the most important thing. They need money to live, they
need money to survive, and | guessthey just do not get concerned with their children's
education. They have other priorities.

Karen dso commented that the reason some of the parents did not show any
educationa concern was because they had been told many bad things about their children. She
commented that parents were not ready to hear the truth about their children, so they smply
assumed that the teachers were againgt their children, and this turned them away from being
involved with the schools.

Karen’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

Working in adiverse classroom has been a*“new and chalenging” experience for
Karen. Teaching in an economically diverse classroom comes with alot of teaching and learning
issues that ateacher has to ded with every day. Karen explained that, even though she had
learned alot from the experience, she would not be able to teach in such an environment for too
long. She was certain she would get burned out.

| know that this is something that | do not want to do; | would not do it for another

year. | think | would definitely get burned out after thisyear. | am for sure dready

feding it. And | think alot of the teachersin my school get frustrated dedling with the

same problems every year. Students from low socio-economic status come with the



same problems. | think the teachers are tired, they are burned out, they are sick of

dedling with these problems year after year.

Karen feds she needs to be out in the field much longer “ preferably back home” to get
some teaching experience before she can fed ready and prepared to handle culturad diversity.
She went on to explain:

It'sjudt the frugtrations from al these things; it's not even worth what you get paid. This

week | came to the redization that teaching is a non-stop job from the time you wake

up to the time you go to bed. | think teaching isahard, hard, job. Y ou have to know
how to do it, you have to know what goesinto it and alot of us did not know what we
were getting oursaves into when we got in teeching. We did not know what was
expected, we al come from totaly different backgrounds. This has been anew
experience for me.

As she dosad theinterview she put it plainly, “1 will not be surprised if by the end of this
semester | change my mind about going into the teaching profession dtogether.” Karen's plan
was to subdtitute teach for ayear before she finally makes a decision about whether she wanted
to get into the teaching professon.

Life Influences and Experiences with Diversity

L essons from Home

Karen'sfamily livesin a predominantly White community. She described the community
as middle-to- high-income community. In this large community one only knew those who were
their closest neighbors. Karen could not recal any ethnic cultura groups living near her
neighborhood.

Growing up in this community, Karen explained that she grew up in avery sheltered life.
“I like to think that | never lacked anything. | had parents who worked hard and gave us alot,
they were also very supportive when it came to our education.”

Karen compared her experiences of having supportive parents who were involved in

her education with what she saw during her student teaching placement and said:
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Because of theway | grew up, | dways thought that all parents were like my parents.
When | see how tough it isin my school for parents to make the time to come to talk to
the teachers about their kids, | just think | was redlly lucky that my parents were there
for me. | just cannot understand how parents do not make the time to come and find out
what' s going on with their kids in schoal.
Karen was surprised to see that parentsin her classroom were not involved in their children’s
education. Compared to what she had grown up believing, she said it was a surprise for her to
see parents being called over and over again for conferences who could not make the time to
come tak to the teachers. She fedslucky her own parents were very involved in her schooling.
Lack of diversity experiences at home

In talking about her experiences with cultura diversity, Karen expressed “I had not
been exposed to cultural differences as| was growing up. It was not an issue at home, and it
was never brought up”. She explained that her culturd exposure was very limited to the schools
she went to, college, aone time vist to the Amish county, her vacation trips with her parentsto
Hawaii and the Bahamas. However, according to Karen, this exposure never redly hit home
snce it was not something that was brought up for discussion at home.

In talking about her family’ s perspective on culturd diversity, Karen commented that her
father could be “very prejudiced in his own ways.” He comes from arurd southern community
where she believes he got alot of “jargon” when he was growing up.

My father’ s family isred Southern. They just seem not to be aware of the changes

going on, like they need to jump 10 years ahead. They seem to be red behind; ther

thinking is red narrow-minded. Y ou see every now and then alittle bit of that
prejudiced jargon with my dad because that’s how he grew up.

Because of lack of exposure to diversity in her life, Karen expressed that “it was due to
thislack of diveraty in my life that | experienced problems relaing to the poor kids’

| did not know there were SO many kids living in the kind of poverty that | saw in my

schooal. If someone had told me there are kids who come to school hungry, weer the

same clothes over and over again, livein fear of ther lives and their mother’ s lives, who

have the problems that | have seen and heard about this year, | would have said, that is
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not true. | know that sounds very ignorant, but, because | was brought up among other

kids who had the same experiences as | had, it was easier to assume that in this country,

al children had the same opportunities| did.

During her student teaching, Karen had come to learn that not al children had the same
opportunities that she had. This was a difficult lesson for her, one that made her fed inadequate
when it came to teaching poor children. She felt she could not relate to her students, she found it
chdlenging to reach out to them and in the end she felt burned out working in an environment
that she had not been exposed to before.

Lessons from school

Coming from a predominantly White community, the dementary school that Karen
attended was a so predominantly White. The mgority of the students who attended her
elementary school were from middle and high-income families. Karen could not recall her
school having the kind of low socid economic families she saw during her student teaching.
Elementary school, according to Karen, was an extension of her home, in that there were few
ethnic and culturdly diverse students. She recals the mgority of her teachers being White
females, very few men and afew Blacks.

Classroom grouping according to ability

Karen recdls that in dementary school “they used to be tracked according to learning

ability.” In thinking back and after what she has seen going on in the schools, she now believes
that the sudents who werein “high ability classes were from financidly well-to-do families,
while those students who were in low &bility classes were from lower income families. * She
explansthis tracking method:
They tracked our classes, usudly the higher the income the higher ability of the students.
| mean that’ swhat it seemed to be. |, for one, would never have known that was going
on until | started my student teaching. The math class | was teaching last semester had
sudentswith alot of socia and economic problems. Y ou could tell by how they came
dressed, they lived in trailer parks, and they were not doing well in class. It got me
thinking of how we used to be grouped in my dementary schooal, | think | saw the same
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kind of things here. The kids who we were in the gifted and above average classwere
from the same kind of familiesthat | come from.

Diversty in middle and high school
Going into middle school and high school was a different experience for Karen. The

middle schoal pulled in students from two/three el ementary schools making it more diversethan
her eementary school. The percentage of Black students was about thirty percent. She also
recals seeing afew Latino and Chinese sudents, “especidly in high school.” Even though there
was more diversity in middle school and high school, there was also a sense of separation dong
recid lines.
| noticed that even though we had al these new people come together, we were dl kind
of separated into Black and White, and also by what you did. All the cheerleaders and
footbal players, dl the people who werein the band, al the people who werein
theater, dl the poor White students hung out together, al the nerdy people stayed
together, s0 everybody just kind of went where their little group was.
There was a0 the tracking practice, which she commented continued in middie and high
school. “You kind of got to know the people you go to the same class with. Y ou make friends
with them and you spend more time with them.” Because of this separation, she said that even
though there were more Black and ethnic sudentsin her school, she did not learn about them.

Learning about other cultures

Karen could not recdl learning much about diversity in any of her schools. The little she
learned did not cover much about the American cultura diversity. She dso commented that did
not understand it.
| recal in dementary school we talked about the Civil War and davery, but my teacher
did not tell us much about it, she kind of touched on it, like our greet, grest, great
grandfathers used to own daves. | do not remember this as having an impact on me. |
think I must have thought that they needed people to work in the farms. | saw the same
thing in student teaching. When we talked about the Civil War, we did not get deep into
the things that led to it, we just explained that there were people who owned daves and
others did not like that and they fought about it. | do not think my students redly thought
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about what that means. | think they just felt like | did when | wasin 3 grade. They

thought it was essentid to have daves.

Because the Civil War was not taught in depth and the teachers did not go into the deep details
of how the Civil War came about, Karen recalls thinking that davery was essentid at that
particular time. She did not get to learn about the evils of davery. Karen commented that she
had noticed the same thing during her student teaching, when her students learned about davery.
She fdt that her sudents had not understood the significance of davery in this country.

Karen believes teachers do not want to teach in details about things that people find
“sengtive’ for fear of offending anyone. “Y ou would think that because my high school and
middle schools were more diverse, we would talk more about culture. But we never did much
of it. | guess the teachers worried they might offend the Black kids or make the racid tensions
worse” This, according to Karen, made her very limited in what she knew about other cultures,
about students from low socid economic status, and about teaching from a multiculturd
perspective.

Coallege and diversity experiences

Coming to college, Karen was very surprised to see dl the diverse cultures that were
represented. However “even though there was a large representation of diversity inthe
university, it was not recognized hence, did not touch mein any way”. Mog of her Early
Childhood classes were with students who were like her, “female, White and middle class”
She, therefore, felt that she did not experience diversity in college.

The Early Childhood program (ECE), according to Karen, did not prepare her for how
to become ateacher. For three years, she learned about young children, and it was not until her
last year that she was sent out to the public schoals, to work with children. She fedls she was
not taught how to work in the classroom, or with diverse students. Karen fdlt that, because she
did not get opportunities to go to the school long enough before the student teaching year, she
did not understand the problems that diverse students come with. She also felt she was not
prepared on how to deal with these problems.

| did not go out into the schools before this year, so for me to see dl those things that

the kids come with to school was dl new. | quickly redlized that teaching is not just
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about going in there and teaching the class, it's aout deding with dl sorts of issues.

And we are with these kids more hours of the day than their parents are, so you get to

know them persondly, get to know their home life, their problems become yours.

Teaching then becomes more work for you because you are not only teaching these

kids, you are aso helping them deal with home problems. Y ou become ateacher, a

counsglor, and a parent. How was | expected to handle al these roles when | was not

even been prepared to teach?

Karen commented that her teaching preparation would have been better if she had been
in school from the beginning ingtead of waiting until the last year of college to get the experience.
She thought there was alot to learn in the public schools and being there for two semesters was
not enough preparation for one to fed fully prepared to go into teaching.

Karen aso noticed differences between the way they were trained in college, versus the
way teachers teach in the public schools. She believes the way they are taught in college does
not work with the way schools work. “One hasto be in the classroom to get the redl picture.”
She fdt that the schools and the university were very “disconnected” and their gpproachesto
teaching were very “different.” According to Karen, “the redity of teaching isin the classroom”
and she needed to be exposed to that instead of learning about it only from her “ content
casses” In summing up her teacher preparation, Karen fdt that “ more should have been done

to hep her and the other student teachers cope with the redlity of the public schools.”

Doreen
Introduction and Decision to Teach
Doreen’s, a 21-year-old European American, dream of becoming ateacher started at a
very young age, when she would play school with her stuffed animas. In meeting Doreen, her
strong persondity, seriousness of purpose, and measured words, gives one the feding that she
means every word she says. At 21 she' s very mature, such that as we conversed it was easy to
forget her age. Doreen described hersdf as being very organized, diligent, and disciplined to a
point of perfection. Her student teaching placement was in Kindergarten and Third grade

classes.
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Inside a Culturally Diver se Classroom

Early teaching chdlenges

Doreen is not new in the classroom, she had some experience working with early
elementary students “back home” and like al the other student teachersinterviewed, Doreen
had aso spent some timein the university Early Childhood Educetion lab school as part of her
ECE program. She believes the lab school “ opened her eyesto the diversity of sudents;”
however, she expressed that the lab school “did not prepare her to work in a public school.”

The lab school isavery ided setting if you compare it to the public school where | have

been student teaching. In the lab school, you have very strong parenta support, you

have students who are for the most part professors children, and who are & least
average in ther abilities and in their knowledge if not incredible. These students knew
thingsthat | thought were way above their age. The things that they were doing were
very cregtive. S0, in that sense, | did not redlly fed that the lab school prepared me to
work in the public school system.
Doreen appreciated the lab school for having opened her eyesto student diversity. However,
she d =0 fdt that, because the mgority of the children came from very good backgrounds, they
were very different from the diverse students she encountered in the rurd public school.
Teaching inarura public school setting was a different experience for her, “very different from
teaching back home where schools have good financid backing and children come from middle
and higher income families”

Learning experiences of diverse sudents

In Doreen’ sthird grade class, out of 20 sudents, 11 of them came from low socio-
economic households, 8 from middle income, 3 sudents had physicd disabilities, and 4 were
labeled specia education; only 1 child was from a minority group. In Kindergarten where she
had student taught during the fal semester, Doreen’ s class consisted of 17 students, 10 of them
from poor backgrounds, 1 student was Black, 1 Native American and 8 of the students were
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from middle class homes. As a student teacher, Doreen was faced with “awhole new chdlenge
of learning how to work with such adiverse group of students.”

The biggest diversity issue that Doreen encountered was “academic and economic
diversty.” Working in thisrura school, she had severa students from middle income families
and then she had alarge number of students from very poor backgrounds. She explains what
diversity meant in her dass

| had students whaose parents had given them outsi de experiences, whose parents

helped them a home with their homework. | guess | could say that in 3 grade, |

garted seeing where the money made a difference. | had 20 studentsin my classroom,

some of them from middle-class families, but | also had some that were from very low-

income families. The academic abilities of these Sudents were very noticeable. You
could dmost pick out when they read whether they are from high or low-income
brackets. These are differences that had not been so easily noticegble in the

Kindergarten. | think it was more noticesble as they got more into structured learning, it

was easer to tell those students who had more experiences than others, who could read

a ahigher levd than others.

However, even with these academic and learning differences, Doreen recognized that “every
child is capable of learning.” What differed were only their “learning exposures.”

According to Doreen, learning exposures did not mean that some students were
necessarily brighter. However, Doreen saw how “the classroom structure was et to favor those
students who came dready equipped with some basic learning tools.” Doreen was convinced
that the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL’s) were geared towards students coming to
school aready equipped with these basic learning tools:

Now with the new Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL), | think they need to just call

them the Standards of Living because | have noticed in my classroom that students who

do have more experiences are better able to connect what they have learned with
different things. They have more to draw from. | do not think thisisfair to those
sudents who cannot afford learning experiences outsde what they get in the schools. |
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think they are being blamed for failure when it is the schools and the society thet are

failing them.

Doreen pointed out that the schools were not doing enough to support the learning needs of
poor children. It seemed to her that the culture of the school catered to those students whose
parents had given them educationd opportunities outsde what they got in school.

Doreen believed that teachers should not only facilitate learning, but also empower all
sudentsto achieve their highest levels. She saw “teachers gearing towards teaching one group
of students, that being the students who came from economically well- to-do families” She
emphasized this with a discussion she had overheard.

The other day | heard one of the teachers talking about a student and saying that “he

will never redlly amount to anything and will be fine doing janitorid work.” This student

was one of the studentswho lived in trailer parks. And | just thought, how awful! Here
they arein kindergarten through 5™ grade and they are dready being labeled as that kid
isgoing to be thejanitor. | mean who saystha he can’'t make it in life just because he
comes from a poor background?

She went on to express:

| think sometimes how the students perform in the class has to do with the attitudes of

the teachers. | am not saying this for every teacher and for every place, but | think alot

of times people just expect that if achild isfrom apoor family, they are not nicdy
dressed, they are not as well kept, and they are not coming to school talking about their
vacation, or the professond jobsthat their parents have, they are just not going to do
well academicaly. | think these students just get kind of pushed to the side.

| just think people do not look at education as being away out; they do not redly seeit

asthat. And | think if teachers would treet every child with respect, then they might be a

little more convincing to the students. | think teachers, as awhole, turn kids off

education at times.
According to Doreen, teachers view students who are going to make it in life and schooling as
those who adready have the parentd and financid support, and those from poor families are
viewed with the perception that they will not better themselves through getting an education.



These perceptions are then passed on to students who end up loosing the motivation to work
hard and achieve academic recognition and mobility.

Doreen acknowledges that “to be able to work in adiverse environment, ateacher has
to put into consideration dl the diversity in her class” She believesthat in order to reach out to
al students, “she had to create an equa learning environment where every individud student felt
vaued whether they were the brightest child in that classroom or not, whether they come from a
rich family or apoor family.” It iswith this teaching philosophy that she tried to create alearning
environment that was conducive to dl her students.

Approaching teaching in adiverse classsoom

Inamulticultura classroom, one method of teaching may not be conducive to dl the
students and the chalenge becomes to find ways to communicate to each student by using
various teaching strateges. Part of Doreen’s perception of classroom diversity involved
“cregting a pogtive sudent-learning environment.” Doreen cdled hersdf “a student- centered
teacher,” for she saw learning as a“two-way” activity where “the teacher gives ample
opportunities to sudents to bring in their own perspectives.” Through her ingtructiona
drategies, she found she was able to draw her students to work in a cooperative learning
manner.

| do alot more hands-on experiences. | like alot of group work and group discussions,

and | like the students to help each other to discuss how to do thisor that. | dso liketo

do things that are more cregtive for them. | am much more thematic. | want to integrate
things that they know into different subjects. | like them to have fun with what | teech. |
want them to see learning not as adrag, but full of fun.

In the beginning, Doreen was faced with the difficulty of trying to integrate some of her
teaching philosophies. Her cooperating teacher had used the textbook method, and Doreen did
not believe in using textbooks. She wanted her students to be active students. She believed in
group work, being creative, discussions, active learning, and incorporating examples that are
outside the books. Doreen found that, as a teacher, she had to try to meet the needs of many
different students. “Y ou are not going to walk into the classroom and have 20 students who are

al on the same leve, you, therefore, need to be more cregtive to be able to help them learn.”
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She dso emphasized that it was important to know students individudly - their vaues,
beliefs, attitudes, and experiences. She expressed that, “in learning to know her students, she
was able to create alearning environment that was conducive to dl of them:”

Knowing the students is one aspect of reaching out and working with diverse students.
In knowing students, Doreen was “ able to understand their learning needs.” Doreen felt she had
come along way in the past few months in learning how to work with diverse sudents. She
explained that she had come to the redlization that “in teaching, it was not about whet the
teacher wants to teach but what the students need.”

Incorporating a multicultural perspective

Part of working successfully in amulticulturd dassroom is being able to incorporate a
multicultural perspective into the subject content. Doreen emphasized:

In adiverse classroom, it isimportant for the students to see their different cultures

being incorporated into the curriculum at the same time, see other students' cultures.

Even in the dlasses like the ones | taught that had little ethnic diversty, | think it was

necessary to incorporate a multicultural perspective.

During her student teaching, she had few opportunities where she was able to
incorporate aspects of cultures. This she did through Internet research, storybook reading, and
bringing in severa people to talk about their cultura experiences.

Doreen emphasi zed the importance to her students of learning about other cultures.

| fedl deprived. | was deprived in my schooling, for | never had opportunitiesto learn

about cultura diversty. | fed itismy duty not to let the sudents come out as ignorant as

| did. If it had not been my involvement with the Freshman Orientation Symposium |
would gill be very ignorant about culturd differences.
She dso expressad alack of depth in the multicultura curriculum:

Thereis so much that one can do with multicultura education. There is o much one can

learn from. But we did not get into much. | fed that because we did not touch on it in-

depth, my students sometimes would get the wrong impressions. | remember when we
learned about the Native Indians, and we had someone come in and talk about the

Native Indians and all they could recal was how he [the presenter] was dressed like a
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Native Indian. He had talked alot about the Native Indian cultures, but my students did

not seem to have understood the importance of what they had learned.

Dueto lack of depth in the learning about other cultures, Doreen commented that her students
did not understand the underlying meaning behind culturd differences, and the richness of the
different cultures. Instead she found that her students were “more impressed by the physica
appearances, such astraditiona attires of the Native Indians”

Doreen dso reveded “ because she was il learning about other cultures, she was not
very knowledgesble in teaching multicultural education.” She believes that to be able to teach
from amulticulturad perspective, one hasto do alot of research, read alot, and be willing to
learn together with the students. According to Doreen, “teachers like her do not get thetimeto
learn about other cultures; it, therefore, becomes difficult to teach something that one may not
be very familiar with.”

Behavior problemsin a diverse classsoom

In terms of classroom management, Doreen expressed initid concern with students
behaviors because they did not view her asa“red” teacher. Being new in the classroom, she
exercised the same punishment methods that her cooperating teachers used. She, however,
cameto redize that punishment or positive reinforcement methods did not aways work:

My teachers used the points method, whereby if students behave they get certain points

and would be rewarded for good behavior. If they misbehave, they get points for bad

behavior. | do not think | agree with these methods of reward and punishment. | saw
that those students who were congtantly getting punished were dways getting into
trouble.

If thiswere my classroom, | would say good behavior depends on the child. If the child

istough, you get tough with them. With other sudents | just have to say, wel you know

that redly hurt my fedings. | think talking things out with them and letting them know
what they did, and discussing with them ways to improve their behavior would be better
than punishment.
Doreen thought that her students' behaviors had not improved even after the punishments were
carried out. She believed there were other methods of handling behaviord problems besides



punishment. However, this was not her classroom and according to her, she had to adhere to
what her cooperating teacher was aready doing.
Parental support

Comparing both teaching placements, Doreen commented that parental support was
more visible in kindergarten compared to what she saw in 3¢ grade. She explains:

At kindergarten the kids are a a sage where everything is new to them, and unless you

have redly supportive parents who are redlly working with their children every night,

you may end up loosing them academically. The studentsin my Kindergarten class seem
to have come from such good families; the parents were supportive, they helped their
kids & home and even the parents who are working dl the time, they seem to have had
thetimeto help their kids.

Now in 3 grade, | see where the money starts to make alot of difference, it seemsthat

those kids who come from lower economic status are adso poor in reading and math,

and apparently do not receive alot of support a home. | guessit's because alot of their

parents work, and so they do not have the time to work with their children at home.
Doreen pointed out that children who came from well-to-do families had more educationa
support from home than children from poor families. The poor students according to her were
aso performing lower academically.

Doreen dso expressed concern with lack of communication between the parents and
teachers. She believed it was due to thislack of communication that parents were not very
involved in the school and with their children’slearning:

| believe that the way teachers communicate with the parentsis very important. | do not

see much communication going on in this school. The only time | saw my teacher talk to

parents was during the conferences, and this was done so fast | did not even get a

chanceto participate. | fed like that’ s the only time the teachers fed they have an

obligation to talk with parents.

Doreen did not think that her teacher was communicating a lot with the parents.
Because this was the trend set forth in her classroom, she did not make attempts to contact

parents when she took over teaching. She saw it as her teacher’ s responghility. However, she
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commented that when she gets her own classroom, one of the things she will make sure she
does is kegp communicating with the parents congtantly. “1 think it isimportant that parents are
made aware of their children’s progress throughout the semester”.

Doreen’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

Working in a diverse classroom can be chdlenging as Doreen hasindicated. One hasto
be aware of the student differencesin learning ability as well as the diverse experiences they
come with to the classroom. Doreen was open to learning and coming up with diverse teaching
approaches that she fet were beneficid for her economicaly diverse classsooms. Her interest in
creating amulticulturd environment is portrayed in how she talks about it:

| think creating a multicultural classroom is not just about teaching the various cultures, it

is as0 about creeting a classroom environment that every child feds comfortablein. As

ateacher, my job isto help each child move forward in a positive direction. Whether a

child livesin atraler park, or in abig house, whether a child has money or none, | think

that should be secondary when they come into the classroom. In this classroom, | have
crested an atmosphere where each child feds valued. | am learning how to work with
al students no matter what academic, economical or socid differences they come with
to the classroom.

Although Doreen had learned alot from this experience, she il thinks she is not well
prepared to work in a diverse classroom. She fedsthereis till much she does not know
especidly when it comes to working with children from diverse cultura backgrounds:

| definitely do not fed like | am prepared to work in adiverse classroom. | am applying

in North Carolina, and | met alady who works at the school board office, and she

asked me if there was any place that | would not want to go, and | said | just do not
think 1 could go to the inner city. | just could not teach at one of those schools because |
fed | cannot handle the pressures of afirst year teacher and have to ded with that
immense divergty there. | have not redly had that experience in my persond lifeand |
do not fed like | have a great background about it. | ill fed very unprepared to do it

on afull-time bass.
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As a student teacher, Doreen fedls she has learned alot about diverdity; however, she feds she
should have been more prepared to work with diverse students. She had to face the pressures
of student teaching in apoor rura school with little preparation. She did came to understand that
“teaching had many dimensons, some of them can only be learned in the classroom.” Even
though Doreen felt confident she had handled her classroom’ s socio-economic differences very
well throughout her student teaching, she believes she needs time to learn about being a teacher

first before she can fed confident enough to work in very diverse classrooms.

Life Influencesand Experiences with Diversity

L essons from home

Doreen cdls hersdf agtudent of diversity. She explained that she grew up in avery
White community, where culturd diversity was none existent.

We live in a suburban area pretty much. It is a pretty new city asfar ascitiesgo. It was

just founded inthelate 60's. | think because of the way the world was at that time |

guess what started to hagppen was that the different groups went to different places and
it really has not meshed back together. The part thet | liveinisbasicaly amog al White

and mogt of those houses were brand new. We bought our house 14 years ago and dl

of the houses around us are the same.

All her neighbors had the same standards of living and went to the same church and community
center. She saw her community as a very close-knit community. She could not recall seeing
people from other cultures until four years ago when the first African- American family moved
in. “Everybody was like wow! | mean, not that they minded them moving into the area, | guess it
were because they were the first African American family to movein.”

Doreen’ s upbringing played amgor role in her life and how she views people. Living in
an area where everyone was the same, she believes she did not get lot of negative influence in
the sense of looking at other peoplein a*“ stereotypica way.” She explains

Welivein an affluent areawhere there is a pretty good financid backing for the schools

and the parents are very supportive at home, that | think | ended up with good

impressions of people. The few African-American studentswho | did go to school with,



maybe about six in al my classes combined, were the most talented and some of the

most wonderful peoplethat | met in high school. So | think | did not get alot of the

negdtivity that alot of other people have when they have lived and gone to school in
diverse neighborhoods.

Thisisthe atitude that Doreen went with to the classroom. She was expecting dl the
students to be as she was when she was going to school - having parenta support and coming
from good financia backgrounds. She later redlized that there were differences between the
students' backgrounds and her own background that she had to deal with and understand,
before she could connect with her diverse students:

| guessin my mind, | had theided classroom. | expected the sudents to be in the kind

of classesthat | wasin, you know, lots of parent support, and basicaly expecting they

were dl the same socidly, economicaly, and | guess culturaly.

| went to the classroom with thisidea that dl students would be like me, polite to the

teachers, hardworking, and ready to learn. | went with that mentdity like dl the students

would be able to understand what | was teaching. | did not put into consideration what
they already knew, or what they did not know, their backgrounds, and their
experiences.

Doreen had grown up regarding everyone she had met and gone to school with as “very
impressive.” Even though she did not experience ethnic or culturd diversity a home, her parents
had indtilled in her the belief that everyone was the same, and she should not judge people
based on their color.

My parents have aways been careful in how we describe people. | learned early in life

that some terms were not very polite and | never use them. | remember one time my

brother referred to an African- American woman as “colored” and my mom said: “ you
can't say that, do not say that, that’s something that they used to say along time ago
when there was gl segregation, that’ s redlly impolite. Y ou would not want someone to
cal you names such as red neck would you? We are dl  people and you should see
everyone as a human being. Y ou have to look at the person and not al the other things

about them.” It s not that we constantly had conversations about cultura issues, but |



think my parents were very careful in what they said around us, and what was brought

up in front of us
Names that identified people by their color or culture were not tolerated in her home. Even
though Doreen saw her parents as not being very culturaly aware, she compared their
upbringing and believed they had come dong way in terms of being open to culturd differences

We are dl from the South. My grest, great, great uncle was 2™ in command in the

Confederate Army so obvioudy they had daves and fdlt that that was OK. And then by

the time you get to my grandparents, they are 90 and 92 and they did not have daves,

but they aways say “colored people’ and that drives me crazy. They ill had Blacks

that worked in their house and were their maids and my grandmother aways had a

Black cook when my dad was younger. And then by the time it getsto my parents, this

negative perception iskind of less and definitely alot lesswith us children. Regardless of

my parents  beliefs they did aredly good job with not bringing alot of thet into our
house. | never remember hearing negative stereotypes as far as people go.

Doreen felt that even though she learned to value peopl€ s differences, not learning
about culturd diversity made her ignorant of ethnic cultures, even her own. Her perceptions
about other people were tested when she findly came to college and redized that she was not
as unprejudiced as she had dways assumed.

L essons from school

Doreen commented that she not only lacked diversity in her homelife, but also in her
schooling experiences. In high school, she recdls having about Sx students who were from
different cultures. She recdls these students as being very impressive athletes and students. They
aso came from very affluent families and no one treated them differently than the rest of the
students.

Doreen could not recdl learning much about ethnic cultures. When they did the Civil
War in high school, she remembers learning about “the generasin the Civil War.” She bdieved
the reason behind this was because “the schoal did not have alarge number of minority
students.” Multiculturaism was not addressed in her curriculum. She recaled there was “no

politicaly correct way of doing things. Holidays and specid occasions were observed.”



Everyone was assumed to be a Chrigtian, and dl the students believed in Santa. “Nobody was
worried about the paliticaly correct way of doing anything. | knew only about one religion. My
experience with other beliefsis, therefore, very limited.”

Coming into college and then going into student teaching made Doreen redize “there
were differences among peopl€e s beliefs, cultures, and views.” Student teaching made her
become even more aware of how diverse the world is, and how challenging as ateacher it can
be to work with this diversity.

Lessons from college and teacher preparation

Coming to college opened Doreen’ s eyesto diversity. She was surprised by the
differences that students came with in terms of different races, reigions, bdiefs, and culture. But
Doreen did not redize how “ignorant” she was about other people until her junior year, when
she gtarted working with a freshman orientation program. Among the things that the orientation
program dedlt with was to sengtize the new freshman students to the diversity on campus
through seminars that talked about race issues and cultura differences. It was during one of
these orientation seminars that she came to the redlization “ she was not as unpregjudiced as she
had aways assumed.”

We spent one week talking about racial diversity and there were speekers that were

brought in and talked about racism on campus. This made me redize how one can get

guck in ther limited vison of what isgoing on in their life,

If you were to ask me if there was racism on this campus, by my persond knowledge |

would say no, no, we do not have racism on this campus, | have never seeniit, you

know. But then by listening to what people are saying, you redly start to think about
some of the things that you do. Like | had never ever thought about this until this guy
came in and we were talking about racia diverdaty. He said, “it upsets mewhen | will be
riding my bike or waking down the street and someone will be in thelr car at astop Sgn
and you will see them reach over and lock their door or you can hear the car doors
lock.” | thought oh | never do that and like aweek later | caught mysdlf doing it and |
thought how awful that | would lock my doors when that person walked past. So | think



you get 0 caught up in your limited vison, until someone points it out to you, and you

realize, maybe | am as prgjudiced as the person next door.

The orientation seminars opened her eyes to many diversity issues that she had not known about
before. The debates which were centered on racid matters made her redlize that her own
background had not prepared her to understand the perceptions of others, especially those who
were hurt by the exigting prejudices.

She decided to learn more about other cultures by spending some time with one of the
internationa students, also working with the orientation. Her limited picture of diversty was
challenged. She started reading books, watching movies that dedt with diversity, and having
discussons with people of diverse cultures. Student teaching eventualy helped Doreen to
confront her beliefs and assumptions, and to learn how to work with cultura differences.

However, Doreen feds she il has along way to go before becoming culturaly aware.

Amy
Introduction and Decision to Teach

Amy, a23-year European American young woman, describes hersdlf asa“born
teecher.” Amy is of average height, with aready, warm smile that lights up her face every time
she talked about her teaching experiences. Amy describes hersdlf as having had a sad life until
when she started teaching, and now she “ catches hersdlf amiling dl the time.”

Her desire to teach was influenced by her 1% grade teacher whom she sees as the “most
memorable person in her life.” Thisteacher treated al her students “with respect and love no
matter what background they came from.” This teacher gave Amy academic confidence during
the early years of schooling. Amy believesit isimportant for students to have a teacher who
believes in them, and who makes a difference to how achild views him or hersdlf. Asafirst and
fourth grade student teacher, Amy “aspired to be that one teacher who influenced her students

lives.”
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Inside a Culturally Diverse Classroom

Early classroom concerns and challenges

Amy described her classrooms as being “economicaly diverse [with] no ethnically
diverse students” She explained that in a4™ grade class of 20 students 14 of these students
came from “very poor backgrounds’, 6 were considered middle-income, and 4 were going for
specia and remedia classes. Her 1% grade class that she had interned during the fall also had a
culturaly diverse group of students. Out of 16 students, 10 were from poor backgrounds and 6
were from middle-class backgrounds. Being arura community, it did not surprise Amy that so
many children were poor.

| come from apoor, rural community. So the poor children in this school did not

surprise me. However, when you are a student, you never redize the learning disparities

of sudents. There arelots of differences here in terms of the experiences that these kids
have been exposed to. | would never have noticed this when | was a student.
She went on to explain how she noticed the socia-economic differences:

| have afew studentswho livein trailer parks; | did not think they had alot of money,

you could tdll, you see them wearing the same clothes twice, others were wearing same

clothes severd times. Y ou can tell the differences between the kids who are well take
care of. Likeif they say that they go to the library, to the bookstore, or if they order
books through the book club here or if they say that they went to the science museum, |
guess that tells you that they are in the middle class. But then there others, you never
redly hear them say anything about that, if they say they go somewhere, it's| went to
the baby sitter’sor | had to go spend a night with grandma or we went to the grocery
store. | don’t know, | fed like maybe thisis Sereotyping, | fed guilty. But it iseasy to
tell, as ateacher, which children come from poor backgrounds.

Amy pointed out that as ateacher it was easier to tell the differences of her students

backgrounds. As she talked about this, she felt guilty, she hated to “ differentiate kids based on

their cultural or economic differences.” She wanted to see dl her students as* one big family.”

Undersanding the learning needs of her sudents




The importance of seeing dl sudents as afamily was emphasized in both of Amy’s
interviews. Initidly it was amgor sruggle for Amy to learn how to differentiate her students
learning needs because she wanted to see dl her sudents as one big family.

Connecting with students was aso important to Amy. She believed it was “through
having a connection with her students, that was able to assess them, their interests, their
behaviors, learning experiences, and interests.” To emphasize this, she gave an example of
working with a child who was considered a mgor classroom challenge.

When | started student teaching in 4™ grade, my principa told me | had aboy named

Patrick who, how can | describe him? He was the biggest challenge | have ever faced.

My principd told me, if | make it through that class, | will make it through student

teaching and that scared me. Patrick was a very disruptive child and most of the time he

would belogt in his own world as | worked with the rest of the students. But then | got
to find out he was interested in fishing and his dad took him fishing every weekend.

There was a book that | was reading and when we reached the part where two of the

main characters were going fishing, Patrick who had not been with me for days now

suddenly was a changed person. | did not have a problem with him the entire lesson. He
knew more about fishing than anybody e se and he was sharing and telling stories about
fishing trips he had gone to he became very attentive to me.
Amy had found an experience that Patrick could relate to and was interested in, she was able to
get his attention and keep him motivated. Amy’ s teaching involved “looking for experiences that
her students had had outside the class and they could dl relateto.” She felt this made learning
interesting and meaningful to them.

Amy adso finds it necessary to talk with her sudentsindividualy in order to get to know
them. She fedsthis Strategy of listening to her students gave her a good perspective of ther
learning needs.

| am attuned to my students. | like to listen to them talking about their home Situations,

their families, and therr lives. | find in ligtening to the sudents | am able to tell where

eaech of themis, how their home lifeis, and what problems they may be facing outsde

the schoal.



Amy explained that this strategy of listening to her students helped her understand and know
them each asindividud students.

Learning expariencesin adiverse cdlassroom

Lacking in learning experiences is one salient issue that was raised by severa presarvice
teachers, asthey talked about their poor students. Even though Amy emphasized the need to
see and treat al her students the same, she aso pointed out that “ she could not help but notice
the learning differences among her economicdly diverse sudents.”

| do fed like the kids in the lower socio-economic status or bracket do not get as much

of the experiencesthey need. | fed like alot of them do not go to plays, museums, or

do not come here when they have specia events at schoal, like after school programs. |
fed likewith alot of them, their life is wake up at the baby sitter’s, go to schooal, get off
the bus at the baby dtter’s, and parentswill pick us up later in the night because they
have to work so much.

She went on to explain:

| see that the kids who come from alow economic satus are dso dow in learning. It dl

comes around to money and it is probably because they have not had the experience.

And | seethat in the computer labs, those kids who do not have computers a home or

do not have access to them or have never been redly exposed to technology, are just

amazed and are logt. They aso seem overwhelmed and amost scared to use the
computers.

Even though Amy emphasized that “each child came to the classroom with something to
contribute,” she stated that she could “not help but recognize that, children who came from well-
to-do families were performing better academicaly.”

Money islearning, and | never redlly redlized that before. | think money hasalot to do

with whether you have access to go buy the books or whether you have access to go

on educationd trips with your family and things like that. | think they should just cdl the

Virginia Standards of Learning, what afriend of mine cdlsthem: The Virginia Standards

of Living. It gppears that the sudents who have it dl & home are adso the oneswho are

making the grades in the class. This disturbs me.



Amy had aso noticed that the poor children were dso the ones going for remedid learning:
Last year we had an aide that would come in to work with a couple of the students, one
little girl, I am pretty sure sheisin the low economic status. There was a boy that was
asoin thelow economic status and he had an aide that needed to be with him probably
three or four hours aday. This year we have sudents that are pulled out for reading
recovery, Title 1, which is another reading help specidigt, and | would say these
students are aso from low economic backgrounds. It al comes around to money and
the SOL’s.

Amy, like Doreen, fdt that the Virginia SOL’s catered only to the needs of students
who were coming to the class with some knowledge in reading, writing, technology, museums,
and exposure to books. Due to these expectations, there were students who were being left
behind, if they lacked in these types of experiences. These students then become possible cases
of retention. In the following example, Amy emphasizes her concerns about some students who
were to be retained in 4th grade:

When my cooperating teacher told me they were thinking about retaining two students,

it redly bothered me. What will repeating do? Will they actudly improve themsalves

intellectudly by repeeting the same grade twice? Will another nine months of caendar
bring these kids to speed? This redly outrages me! | see two young individuas here full
of potentid, but the school and the society have failed them. The teachers have failed
them, and the SOL’ s have failed them.

Amy dso went on to point out that “the problem was not with the students but with a school

system that does not readily adjust to the students learning needs.” Amy believesthat if more

teachers could believe in the potentid of dl their students, then retention would not be
consdered as an dternative way to help students learn.

Teaching approaches

When | asked Amy to describe her teaching approaches, she started off by describing
hersdf as ateacher “who isinterested in looking for different teaching methods to reach to dl
gudents.” In preparing lesson plans, she would “think of her students and how each of them
would react and relate to the teaching materids” As she describes the different learning styles of
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her sudents, one can eadly tell that Amy was very much aware of the learning diversity in her
classroom:

In adiverse classroom, | have cometo learn that there are al sorts of students with

different learning styles. There are those who learn by seeing, there are students who

learn by hearing, there are those who learn by doing, there are those who learn by
hearing from each other and there are those who learn from themselves, there are those
who learn by fedling and touching. | used to be the kind of child who learned better on
my own; | would go home and read everything, and so this helped me learn more,
because as much as| tried, | would not pay attention in class. There are, therefore,
different ways of learning and as ateacher | have to be aware of this.

Amy aso emphasized the importance of using avariety of teaching methods and tools. She

describes her teaching and planning style:

As| do my daily planning, | try to think of the students experiences, of their needs, and

| find mysdf ableto tuneinto dl of them if | use different teaching approaches. My

cooperating teacher has taught me alot in terms of preparing lesson plansto meet the
need of al kids. | make sure the kids are learning from each other by having classroom
discussions where they hear each other. | lso work one-on-one with those sudents
who are dow students and need more time to learn things. | try not to use just one
method of teaching. At the sametime, | want to make teaching fun for dl kids. But then
ometimesit is so difficult.

Amy commented thet it is difficult and challenging to try to meet dl the learning needs of
diverse sudents. However, she also suggested, for teachers to be able to understand where
sudents are coming from, that they need to think like the students, learn their learning needs,
and be ableto tuneinto dl of them.

Amy pointed out that a diverse class where a teacher istrying to differentiate the
sudents' learning needs and getting to know each child, isachdlenge for any teacher. It cals
for “more planning and preparation.” However, she believes that for a teacher to teach adiverse
classroom successfully, * one has to be committed to teaching and to be willing to understand the

learning needs of diverse students.”

92



Teaching from a multicultural perspective

During her second semester of student teaching, one of the school requirements was for
every teacher to teach some aspect of African American history during February. Her
cooperating teacher did not do much in this areaand they struggled to show their school
principa what they had covered. Asked what she persondly thought about Black History
month, she expressed:

It bafflesme, | do not understand it. | fed like we have come so far in thisworld and
especidly in this country with divergity issues. Our country is such adiverse country, but
yet we gill have one month that is Black History month, why? Isthere aNative
American month? Is there a Chinese month? No, there is not and what is that telling the
gudents? | am doing a unit on biographies next week, as | just found out this morning. |
am planning on teaching about certain Black people, but when | get my classroom next
year and the following years, | will only teach about Black History month if its required
of mein February, but thereisno way | am going to focus on it more in February than |
am throughout the entire year. | won't even mention to my studentsthet it is Black

History month if | do not have to. | am redlly hesitant to do that because | do not want

themto fed likeit'snot dl around them al thetime. | do not want them to fed like they

can't learn about Black people dl thetime and | just fed like that separates people too
much. | fed like by saying to sudents its Black History month we have to learn about
these Black Americans, and | have seen it happen before. Students look around to see
where the Black students are. | have seen this happen, and then | have seen the Black
sudents fed like their peers are looking a them and they are being singled out. | just do
not likethat a dl, it redly aggravetes me.

Amy fet that in teaching she would have to teach about dl the people, dl the time and
not just about Africant Americans or Asan-Americans. However, she dso expressed that with
the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL.), they did not cover much about the American people
and with al that they had to do, there was not much leeway to incorporate multicultura

education into the curriculum.



Classroom management
In terms of dedling with student behaviors, Amy stated that she had noticed those

students who were congtantly being punished were the same students who were congtantly in
trouble. She aso felt that, in a diverse classroom, the teachers had alot to deal with, and lacked
classroom control. She explains:

In adiverse classroom, you have behaviora problems. Y ou have kids who have

different ability levels. Y ou have kids who you just want to take home and continue

teaching. Y ou have kids who come in with physica and mental problems. Others come
to school with al sorts of family problems. Kids have become uncontrollable. | fed like
teachers have logt control of classrooms. | think it takes a certain kind of personto bea
teacher nowaday's because schools are changing so fast and if you are not cut out for
teaching, you will burn out very fad.

Amy dso commented that a teacher hasto set up aclassroom in acertain way, and as a
student teacher, she had to follow the same rules that her cooperating teacher used. She did not
fed she had the “flexihility to creste her own preventive measures’ and so she smply continued
to use the same behavioral strategies her cooperating teacher used, even though she had found
out they were not working.

Parental support

In talking about Parents and their support in a diverse classroom, Amy fdt that the
teachers were not doing enough to elicit support from parents. She feels that communication
between parents and the teachers only happened when a student was in trouble.

| cannot say that | see my teachersinterested in bringing in parents to help, or even to

teach about particular topics. | am sure they would be willing to, if approached.

Teachers say parents are not supportive, but how can they be, if they have not been

asked t0? | think that alot of teachersfed that it is extrawork for themif they have to

do things like meet with parents or take measures to get them involved.

Amy thinks that parents should not to be blamed for failing to support schools. She feds
that the schools are not doing enough to encourage parenta support, and teachers expect too
much from parents, which sometimesis unredigic.



From my past experiences as a student, and from what | can see now, | think parents
are normally left out in the education of their children. | think teachers and schools only
need parents when they either need them as volunteers, or when they need money, or
help with homework. The homework especidly aggravates me. What if some kids have
parents who cannot read or write? | do not recal my parents helping me with
homework or being involved in my schooling. That does not mean they were not
supportive when it came to my learning!
Amy bdieved it was the role of the schools and the teachers to make parents fed welcomein
the school and make them fed important when it came to their children’slearning.
Amy’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

In summing up her one-year teaching experience, Amy pointed out thet, “even though it
is chdlenging to work in diverse classrooms, | have enjoyed learning the diverse issues that poor
children come with to the classroom.” According to Amy, those sudents who were disruptive
and considered outcasts were the ones she cared for mogt. “Knowing that | am making a
difference, hopefully, in their livesin a postive way is very fulfilling for me” Amy finds hersdlf
eadlly connecting with students who have problems. “My life has not been an easy one. |,
therefore, relate well to what some of my students are going through.”

Amy hopes she made a difference in her sudents' lives. “1 ook a how many different
things these sudents are going to go through and | think well am | redlly going to be able to help
them? | am going to make any impact on them?’

In terms of working in adiverse environment, Amy fedls she il lacks preparation
epecidly in teaching avery culturaly diverse dlassroom. She, however, bdievesthat after
working in the lab school and from her student teaching experience, sheis better prepared to
address classroom diversity.

Thereisno child | would mind teaching. Thereis no place | would mind going. My only

concern isthat snce | am il learning how to address other cultures, and learning how

to work with economicaly diverse student’ s differences, | would probably fed very

unprepared to teach a city school or avery economically diverse schoal.
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Amy cited more preparation as important if sheisto succeed in teaching diverse classrooms.
She a so stressed that what she redlly needed was more experience, and exposure to cultura

diversty.

Life Influences and Experiences with Diversity

L essons from home

Amy was born in asmdl town in Virginia, which she described asa*rurd town full of
tobacco farms and farmers.” Her family isatraditiond tobacco growing family. Amy grew up in
acommunity that had alarge number of Blacks and Whites. She grew up seeing the African
Americans around her working in her father’ s tobacco farms and surrounding farms. Taking
about cultural diversty issuesis adifficult experience for Amy. Asfar as she remembers, she
has dways been fighting raciam in her family, her schooling, and her life.

| have been fighting racism dl my life. | got this from my family that White people are

better. My dad, being afarmer, has had Black people working for him and | got the

impression from him that White people were superior. | remember from ayoung age
thinking to mysdif, | do not understland why my family fedsthisway. | do not think | am
better than the Black studentsin our school. But then | would hear people from my
family talking thisway and it would influence me. But then in my heart | would fed thet |
am redly not thisway, and so dl of my lifel have just been pulled back and forth.

Even though Amy grew up in aracidly diverse community the people she was exposed
to were the neighboring children who were like her (White, poor, or middle class children). She
learned from a very young age that, “there were differences between Blacks and Whites,” and
these differencesin most cases were negative towards the Blacks.

| was never exposed to other people redly other than White. My family taught me a a

very young age, that there were differences between Black and White. My neighbors

taught me that the Blacks were not good enough in anything but work in our farms.
She went on to explain:
In our community, there are separations between people according to race and

economic status. We had the rich section of town. It was primarily White and the



upper-class section and then you had your gpartment complexes that were primarily
Black and then you had apartment complexes where it was primarily White. If people
would say, a street like Manor Street, you would know that was a Street that Black
people live on and if they say Brightwood you would know that was a development
where the rich White people live. Then we have those who were red poor living in
trailer parks and that was another part of town.

Due to the way the community was separated, Amy bdievesthat the culturd diversty in

that community existed, but was not recognized or gppreciated.

“Blacks and Whites’ were two racid differences that “disturbed and confused” Amy

from ayoung age. She said she would look at the people who were being called Black and

think to hersdlf “they looked more brown than Black.” She one day tried to draw a picture of

hersdlf as a White girl and she saw hersdlf looking like aghost. The word * colored people” aso
confused her for it Sgnified multiple colors of the rainbow.

| remember s0 clearly it seemslike it was just yesterday when | heard the word

colored. | pictured a Crayon box and then its like my mind colored this woman who |
did not know; | colored her rainbow colors. | had never seen anyone who looked like a
ranbow. | showed it to my brother snce he wasin school by then and saw more
people than | did and he told me colored meant Black people. | did not understand
what he meant. | am glad that termis not used alot anymore. | think today if | said that
to my students they would look at me with the same confusion.

Due to the negative stereotypes that Amy grew up with, she tries to be careful about

what she says to other people, especidly her students. In her classroom she wanted to treet all

the children the same, at the same time make them fedl vaued as unique individuas. “I do not

see the colors of my students.” To her, seeing students in terms of color is bringing back all

those raciad issues she has had to dedl with:

| have never been good at diversity issues. | have never been good a seeing people' s
colors. | mean | see people as different, but it's very hard for me to say whether he
looks Hispanic, maybe he is haf Black and haf White, or maybe her cultureisthis. |
sruggle with that. | was taught thet this person is different, this person is different from
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you, those differences in the case of my family were more of Black and White. | was

taught that from day one, and | do not like it a dl. These are sudents, and | want to see

more to them than smply their color.

In the classroom, Amy triesto treet dl her sudents the same and see them the same.
She believes that to do otherwise is to show the sudents' differences, and dl the stereotypes
that come with such differences.

Lessons from her schooling

The schools that Amy went to were also diverse epecidly with regards to Black and
White students. The mgority of the sudents were from the surrounding poor and middle class
neighborhoods. Due to the racid and economic make-up, students were very divided according
to income and race. In schools, Amy continued to experience racia friction between Whites and
the Blacks.

In 5™ grade, we had to do a project with two people and | chose Tinaand Dina, two

Africant American girlsto be my partners. They would come over to my house for

practice and they were two Black girlsand | did not think anything of it. Well, whenwe

put on the play, we did a greet job, the teacher loved it and we got an A+. Afterwards,

| went outsde and we were playing with my friends and they were teasing me saying

that | was up there with two Black girls, and they were laughing a me and | did not

know what to say.
Amy did not want to sound “uncool” to her friends so she lied to them that the two Black girls
had chosen her. She said she felt bad afterwards because she had had a great time with the two
girls and had not seen anything wrong with it, until her friends pointed it out.

Such incidents continued to pull Amy back and forth between what she believed and
what other people expected her to think. Amy found hersalf constantly torn between wanting to
become friends with Black people in her schools, but not daring to because she was afraid of
what her family and her friends would think of her.



Separation in high school

High school and middle schools were dso diverse according to Amy. However, this
diverdty was barely recognized ether in “activities done in the schoals, or in the integration of
the students.” Amy believes that middle school and high school were places where dl the
“differences between the Blacks and Whites came out.”

We had terrible, terrible fights in our schools like one aday at least. The students hated

each other. And we findly got to the point where they had to put security camerasin dl

the halways and stairwells. We had to wear name badges with our bar codes onit. We

had to go through metal detectors and we had to have our bags searched twice aweek.

We had lock downs where policemen and their sniffing dogs would come in and sniff

our lockers and our cars and things like that. Learning was not fun, especidly in high

school. We had interruptions dl the time. Our teachers were spending more time
controlling the classrooms than teaching. High school was a difficult leaning
environment, to say the leadt.

This high school experience left Amy feding very negative about the separation of
people. She expressed, “I cannot understand why we all have to be so separated. It crestes so
many problems for everyone.” During her student teaching year, Amy explained that she tried to
make dl her sudents get dong and whenever she saw a“clique’ forming, shewould try to
break it gpart. She wanted her students to value each other, without thinking of their differences.
Multicultura perspective

Even though Amy’ s schools were diverse in terms of Black and White, and socid
economic backgrounds, there was no emphasis towards learning about multiculturaism. Amy
could not recal learning about other cultures. Even though she believes there may have been
some things that they probably talked about such as the Civil War, she did not think the
teachers emphasized much about it. She believes that her teachers would not have dared to
teach sengtive culturd things due to the racid tensions, epecidly in her high schooal.

Culturd diversty in college

Amy, like the rest of the preservice teachers interviewed for the study, saw college as

being very diverse in terms of Internationd students, Hispanics, African Americans, and White



gudents. Even though she comes from a diverse community, coming to college and seeing al the
diversity conglomerated together was a new experience for her.
When | cameto college, | was very surprised at dl the diversity. | mean, there are
people from al waks of life. There are bisexuds, there are Asans, Blacks, you nameit!
What really impressed me was that you could believe what you want to believe and no
one could redly change your mind. | fed that even though | did not learn as much about
diversity here as one would have hoped, this experience has helped me become strong
in my beliefs and now | do not haveto lie to people anymore. | ill argue with my
friends and family. They are so closed, but | now fed like | do not need to pretend to
be something | am not.
Coming to college has helped Amy develop her own “identity” and she now fedsthat she can
“challenge her family and friends and form her own opinions.” She does not let other people
influence her now unless she wants them to. She fedsthat her family is gradudly coming to
terms with her beliefs and learning to respect her for whom sheis. However, she dso
acknowledges that there will dways be differencesin the ways her family thinks about people,
cultures, and Blacks versus the way shethinks. “ | bdieve it is going to be alifetime struggle for
me to try and change my family. | hope one day | will.”

Chapter Summary

How do the four interns presented in this chapter talk about their rura teaching
experience? How do they tak about the low socio-economic children they each encountered in
their student teaching placements? How do they address culturd issuesin their life histories?

The large number of children from low-income families surprised dl four of the interns,
who commented that severd of their sudents came from very poor backgrounds, had few
learning exposures, were performing at alower academic level than their peers, and came from
diverse family structures and family problems. The interns saw socio-economic classasa
determinant in the students' academic achievement. Poor children gppear to be perceived as

lacking in learning experiences due to their poorer backgrounds.
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The four interns were faced with Smilar chalenges as they each learned how to work in
economicaly and culturally diverse classrooms. Some of the issues they addressed were: the
chadlenges of working with students of diverse learning abilities, the teaching strategies they used
in their classrooms, and the academic needs of their poor children.

Other important issues they brought out were their own backgrounds versus their
sudents backgrounds, their perspectives of what should be included in amulticultura
curriculum, and their overall perspective of teaching in diverse settings. How these four interns
individually addressed these issues differs, depending on their prior experiences with culturd
diversity, their teaching philosophy, and their persond beliefs.

Chrigtinafed's her home background with culturd diversity has prepared her to dedl
with diversty. In her classroom, she emphasizes respect for cultura and individua differences.
She attributes her approach to her open-minded parents and her culturaly diverse community.

Doreen and Amy pointed to the Virginia Standards of Learning and commented that the
learning standards were geared towards children coming dready primed with basic learning
skills. They fdt that the society and the schools were not concerned about the wefare of
children from poor families. Their perspectives may have come from ther life histories and
experiences with diversty. Doreen had dtated that her culturd awareness came from her
involvement with the Universty Diverdty Symposum. The symposum exposed her to the
society’s prejudices againg minorities. Her goinions about society’s responsbility to children
from low-income backgrounds may have come from her newfound knowledge about socid and
economic prejudices.

Amy, on the other hand, said she grew up in a prejudiced family and community. Her
opinions about the society and the schools' responsibility towards culturdly diverse sudentsin
generd may have semmed from her bdliefs that everyone should be treated equally, regardless
of race, culture, or socia economic differences.

In teaching, Chrigtina, Doreen, and Amy see themsalves as sudent- centered teachers.
They vaue the opinions of their sudents and fed it isimportant to connect and know the
sudents they are teaching. These three interns believed it was through knowing their sudents
that they were able to understand and address their learning needs. They dsofdt thatina
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diverse classroom, it isimportant to utilize Srategies and learning materidsthat dl their sudents
can relate to. Karen is ateacher-centered, teacher. She expected her students to do their share,
and the parents to be the first educators of their children. She finds her students lacking in the
basic learning preparation they should have received a home.

Working with children from low-income backgrounds was considered to be most
chdlenging by Karen. She found her students lacked in learning exposures and learning
motivation. Karen believed the problems that were associated with these sudents, such as
learning disabilities, family problems, and poverty caused them to lack learning motivation.
Karen expressed burn out from working in a culturdly diverse classroom.

Why were Karen's perceptions of her diverse sudents so different from the other three
interns, who had been exposed to the same rura classroom environments? Karen
acknowledges she had been brought up a very sheltered life and her experiences with cultura
diversty were very limited. The culture shock of working in apoor rurd school left Karen
feding inadequate and unprepared to ded with economicdly diverse students. Without prior
cultura experiencesto draw from, Karen judged her students againgt her own mainstream

background, and world perspective, which was very different from her diverse sudents world.
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CHAPTER YV
A SUBURBAN TEACHING EXPERIENCE

This chapter describes four student interns teaching experiences in two suburban
schools, which served linguidticaly diverse (ESL) students, students from diverse income
families, (poor, middle, and high income) and ethnic minority students. The two suburban
schools are located near the vicinity of the large State University (where the interns were
undertaking their undergraduate studies), which bringsin alarger number of culturaly diverse
sudents, faculty, and staff. Due to this diversty makeup, the community and surrounding
schools pull in student populations from diverse incomes, cultures and linguistic orientation. Each
school served about five hundred students.

The chapter dso explores the interns life histories and experiences with diversity. A
description of the interns, their age, and the student teaching grade levelsis provided to give the
reader a better picture of each individud intern. All the names used are pseudonyms, and any
information or description of the schools was eiminated to protect the participants anonymity.
The chapter ends with a summary of these four interns’ experiences.

Linda
Background and Decision to Teach

Lindais a soft-gpoken, shy, twenty-three-year-old young woman. Although teaching
wasasa“last result,” Linda had always wanted to work with young children. She started off as
apre-med mgor, but after changing mgors twice, she decided to try the Early Childhood
Education program.

| knew | had dways wanted to do something with children, but not teaching. Never in

my lifedid | ever dream of becoming ateacher. My father isateacher, and | dways

heard him say “these damn kids.” He would come home and he would be mad at them.

| saw teaching as a high stress career, and the money is not even good.

Despite her fedings, Linda believes she has findly found her “cdling” as ateacher. She
sees hersdlf as being “very good with children.” Linda had had opportunities to work with

children before, as a summer camp leader, daycare lead teacher, and atutor, so working with
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young children was not a new experience for her. During her student teaching year, Linda taught
in third and fourth grade classes.
Inside a Culturally Diver se Classroom

Early dassoom chalenges

Linda was faced with the chdlenge of working with a diverse group of sudents, from
various culturd, racid, and economic backgrounds. Before her student teaching experience, her
exposure to cultura diversity had been very “minimd.” Although Linda had worked with
culturdly diverse children in the University Lab school, she found the suburban public school’s
divergty to be very different. She explains

In the lab school we had children from diverse cultures, but most of their parents were

ether graduate sudentsin the university or employees. They were not only intdligent;

they were dso very involved in their children’slives. The experience was very different.

In the public school, | had avery diverse 4" grade class. | had 4 kids who could not

gpesk much English. | had 3 students who were from different ethnic backgrounds, |

hed several students who were on Ritain, and | also had 5 students who were from
very low socid-economic backgrounds. | had abig diversity in my class, and that in
itself comes with alot of chalenges. We had 2 students who actually had come into the
country and immediately into the classroom with no word of English. It was amazing to
see the differences of the students. | had some students who were from pretty low-
income families; they livein traller parks and dl. | dso had students who came from
sgngle homes, one who was being taken care of by his grandmother. Then we had
students whose reading ability was very diverse. | had students who reed at a 1% grade
level and others who were reading at a 10" grade level. The classrooms arejust very
diverse. That's the hardest thing to get used to, | think.

In her 4" grade class, out of 18 students Linda had 5 from Low-income families, 5 from middle

to higher income brackets 3 African American and 4 ESL students, 2 of the African America

students were specia education, while al the ESL students were attending ESL classes.

Initialy, Linda did not have the time to learn about her students as much as she would
have liked. The pressures of being a student teacher left Linda with little energy to tunein to the
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students, especidly during her first semester of student teaching. Due to alack of
communication with the students, when Linda took over full time teaching, she found hersdlf
faced with many behavior-related problems.

Learning experiences of diverse sudents

Student diversity dso meant diverdty of learning experiences. In talking about the
learning experiences and abilities of her diverse students, Linda pointed out that some of her
sudents were “lacking in skills especidly when it came to reading and writing.” She elaborated:

| have children in my class, who do not do much reading & home, so | have ahard time

choosing things for them to read. | have kids whose parents are college professors, and
they know so much and would get bored with smple books. | have others who il can
barely read 2™ grade books. Then | have the ESL kids, who are unfamiliar with some
of the vocabulary that we use.
Lindafelt concerned about the learning differences of her sudents. She decided to talk to her
other 4™ grade teachers about it, but felt the response she received was very negative. She felt
the “ students had been passed from teacher to teacher, from grade to grade, everyone redizing
they have a problem, but nobody doing anything about it.” Handling Situations like this where
her teachers dready knew there was a problem and were not doing anything about it was
“complicated” according to Linda. She did not want to overstep her boundaries by choosing
activities and reading materids that differed from what her cooperating teacher used. She fdt it
was safer, as a sudent teacher, to follow the aready established system.
| asked Lindato explain how she would have dedt with the Stuation if this had been her
classroom, and she answered:

It sadifficult problem. | ill do not know much about learning disabilities, ESL

students, and minority populations and how to differentiate reading materiads. My

teacher gives them different things to work on; like those students who are at higher
levels, she gives them books that are challenging to them, and those kids who are
reading at lower levels, she gives them books that are not so difficult to get into. | do not
like this method, but | think when you cannot give them the one- on-one, | think that’s

the best ateacher can do.
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Linda went on to eaborate that many of her students needed more guided learning than the
teachers could offer. She was till learning how to work with learning disabilities and diverse
cultures. She was adso working in someone else's classroom and did not dare move beyond
what her teacher was aready doing.
Teaching approaches

For the sake of her classroom diversity, Linda knew she needed to utilize teaching

drategies that would be effective with adiverse group of sudents. One strategy that she said
she had found worked well with her diverse students, was the use of collaborative learning. “I
try to get students to work together and help each other,” she explained. Group and
collaborative learning was especidly helpful when it came to working with ESL students and
those students who did not process information easily.

Inmy 4" grade dlass, | can tell you, every child is different in their reading skills and

abilities. | have from 1% grade reading skills to 10" grade reading skills. With these

learning differences, | find that whenever | am teaching, there are ten hands up with
questions. how do | do this? how do | do that? It's constant questioning. | repeat myself
over and over again, and yet, they till ask the same questions. So when | am teaching, |
try to pair them in groups of two or three so that those who got it can teach the others. |
have seen thiswork very wdl. Those who do not get it the firgt time, they get it when
working in agroup.

In teaching, Linda also utilized a variety other of teaching gpproaches, such asvisuds,
hands-on experiences, writing practices, and individuaized ingtruction. However, she fdt that,
no matter how much she tried, there were students who were not keen on learning.

Linda strongly believed that in learning, “a child hasto want to do it.” She expressed, “I
do not believe in pushing some of these kids” She fdlt that if she tried to push students who
were having difficulties understanding the materids presented in her class, it would make it even
harder for them to learn. Her philosophy was not to “push them too hard.” She aso pointed out
that “some learning problems were associated with problems going on in the sudents' lives”

and “unless one could understand what was causing these problems; it isimpossible to get
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through to them.” She gave an example of one of her African American student's who was

dedling with family problems and said:
Cassaisone of the sudentsin my classwho isredly having ahard time grasping things.
She was adopted when she was four, but until that time she had lived with an abusve
father and amother who alowed it. | found out early thisweek that her biologica
mother died; her Sster isvery upset, but sheis not. Sheis angry with her mom for
alowing her to get hurt. She was scared of having to go to the funerd in case she saw
her father. My taking over the class was difficult for her. She is stubborn, difficult, and
withdrawn. | do not want to push her. | think she has dready gone through enough
without me adding any more stresses.

Such cases made Linda strongly believe there were other uncontrollable circumstances that

explained why some of her students were *“ unmotivated when it came to learning.”

Teaching from amulticulturd perspective

Even though Linda had a culturdly and linguigticaly diverse dass, she explained that
they did not teach much about the various cultural perspectives represented by her student
population. Linda associated this lack of a multiculturd perspective with the requirements of the
Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL’s) and the demands to prepare students for the SOL's
testing.

We did not get lots of opportunities to discuss other cultures. | guess that comeswith

the territory. Over here, sudents are pushed more towards passing the SOL’s and

covering the areas required. Like this semester when they are preparing to take the

tests, everything we are doing has to do with the SOL’s. This seemsto be the priority.
Besides the demands for the SOL testing, Linda also fdlt that for a teacher to teach from a
multicultura perspective, “one hasto redly be interested in it, because it takes research and
extrawork.”

| think for you to have a multicultura perspective, you have to have made your class

that way. | think you aso have to have an interest in other cultures. Sinceit is not

necessarily amandatory curriculum, | think most people would rather avoid it than have
to research about cultures they probably know very little about. | do not think my
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teacher had promoted a class that is multiculturd. As a student teacher, if that’ s the way
your cooperating teacher gpproaches her class then you have to approach it that way.
| asked Linda whether given a chance she would have tried to promote a multicultura
perspective and she explained:
| won't deny that | am very ignorant about other cultures. | did not have much cultura
divergty growing up. | did not have a strong background that identifies with any
cultures. | fed that | am not knowledgeable about other people. | probably would have
aso been afraid to promote multiculturalism because | would have had to learn about dl
the other cultures, which takes time and interest. Maybe as time goes by and | have my
own classroom, then | would have it organized in such a manner that there would be
more cultural awareness.
To promote multiculturalism, Linda stressed that a teacher must have the classroom “dready st
up that way.” She dso fedstha, “the teacher must not only be interested in amulticulturd
perspective, but dso be willing to learn.” Due to what Linda deems to be her lack of exposure
to other cultures, she feds very limited when it comes to multicultural knowledge.

Behavior problemsin aculturdly diverse dassoom

The culturdly diverse makeup of a classroom can aso mean diverse student behaviors.
Linda pointed out that her biggest problem throughout her student teaching year was handling
behaviord problems. She did not see herself asa“forceful person,”

| am not avery forceful person at dl. It's very hard for me to be forceful with the kids. |

did not comein giving them expectations so they learned that they could get away with

more. | somehow felt that the students took me to be someone not serious and would

want to play me, and so they would test me to my limits.

Even though Linda talked about behaviora problems as a collective whole, she had one
sudent whom she felt was her “problem child.” Linda believed that Geoffrey, one of the two
Africant American boysin her class, “did not respect her as ateacher or as an authority.” When
it came to Geoffrey, Linda commented that she was at aloss as to how to work with him.

Geoffrey was avery angry child. | have never seen anything like it, an extreme discipline

case. What are some of the things he did? Just being very mean to the other kids,
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congtantly pushing or shoving or yeling a them and & me, never listening, never doing

his homework, it was just adaily thing with him. | used to fed like | waswalking on

eggshells around him.
She went on to explain:

Geoffrey was very conscientious about being Black and he would tell you if he felt he

was being treated differently; it's only because heis Black. | never used to separate

him. He separated himsdlf through his atitude and behavior.

| had no answer for this child. | had been told he comes from a broken home, his father

beats him up, and they were very poor. He had serious learning problems and he never

wanted me to work with him. | tried talking with the school counsdor about him, the
cooperating teacher, the principal, other teachers, but in the end | did not come up with
any solution. | redly tried. He smply ruled the class. | would come home and writein
my journd about my daily problemswith him. | used to hear his namein my deep, out
of caling him so many times.
Linda pointed out that Geoffrey came from an insecure background, and these insecurities
effected his learning and behavior. In the end Linda “gave up on him,” for she could not “find an
answer on how to work with him.” In her Nov. 7" journd reflection she writes, “ Geoffrey
controls the class. | have no control when it comesto him.”

Linda dso fdt that Geoffrey came from a culturd background she was unfamiliar with,
and this could have contributed to how he regarded her. In another journa reflection she writes
about these cultural differences:

| anlogt in thisStuation. Isit aculturd thing? Do | communicete differently to him? My

cooperating teacher has told me to be conscious of my body language around Geoffrey

and Marcus (another Black mae in our class). They come from adifferent culture. . .

(Weekly reflection Oct. 28™).

Based on her experiences working in a diverse classroom, Linda went on to express
that the children who were having problems a home were aso the ones who were big behavior

problems in the classroom:
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It's very difficult. | do not know what it’s like to bein their families; it must beredly
hard. Y ou might hear things like they are being beeten and they are not getting enough
food, but you do not redly know exactly whet is causing it. Then they cometo the class
and they want to remove their anger on everyone ese, which is hard for us teechers.

Such stuations are hard on everyone. Y ou do know that there are other problems

causing the anger, but you cannot solve those problems. | cannot imagine being in this

kind of stuation for too long, and the stress on you for thirty years?

By the end of her student teaching, Linda felt thet, to be able to handle adiverse
classroom, ateacher had to have some “ specid skills’ and a“lot of experience” “I redly
believe it takes gpecid skillsto handle a culturdly diverse cdlassroom. | fed | lack in these Kills,
maybe that’ swhy | have had such adifficult year.”

Parental support

Educationa support by parents emerged as one of the important issues in how the
preservice teachers perceived their diverse classroom. Linda expressed concern with the lack of
parenta support especidly in the higher-grade levels where she was student teaching. She felt
that parents were not concerned about coming to talk to teachers about their children’s learning:

| have not seen even one parent come to our classroom to volunteer. | seeit isdifficult

enough to get them involved in PTAs or rdated activities. Sometimes it fedls like parents
just dump the kids here and teachers take over the role of parenting. | even hear some
parents get very angry when we have early rdease. They just do not have time for their
kids.

A teacher’srole, according to Linda, was not only to teach, but aso to parent the
sudents. Thisisarole that Linda, as ayoung student teacher, felt she wastoo new at to be
successful. She pointed out that lack of parenta support was even more prevaent when it came
to her poor and ethnic students:

| have seen it in both the classes that | have been teaching. The children from poor and

minority families, their parents do not help them with things like homework. | remember

when my mother used to stay home with us, she was very involved in the schoals, was
inthe PTA, was dways volunteering to work in the class, would come to school &t least
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once or twice each week. Some of my students have parents who do not work, and

yet, they are not visble in any school-related activities.
During her two semesters of student teaching, Linda saw very few culturaly diverse parents
coming for any school-related activities. For these reasons, Linda came to the conclusion that
“culturdly diverse parents do not care about the education of their kids.”

Linda’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

The classroom, according to Linda, has been her “best teacher.” She fdlt the teaching
experiences helped her understand wheat it takes to work with diverse students. “Probably the
experience | have received could never have been taught.” Seeing dl the things that a teecher
dedls with has aso helped Linda understand her role as a teacher. She expressed her views
about becoming a teacher:

| do not think you can be taught how to be ateacher. | think it comes with experience

and being in the classroom and seeing dl these things. The biggest experience is actudly

being put in adassroom. It’ s redlly been an experience and it’s been very challenging,

and | know that | did not understand it al; | did not manage to work with some children

aswdll as| would have loved to. There were some that were more challenging than

otherswere. Like with Geoffrey, | wish | could have done more for him; | felt like |

failed mysdf and faled him, but | have learned from my mistakes and | will take with me

what | know and am sure | will continue learning more each day.
For Linda, working with children who have problems, whether learning problems or family
problems, is* heartbreaking.” However, she has d so come to understand she does not havedl
the answers, and teaching islearning. Linda feds lucky she went through anorma childhood,
unlike many of the children sheis seeing in the schools today. This student teaching journey has
aso taught her alot about culturd diversity, as she explans

| think working with diverse sudents is not about whether you can teech, but it dso

involves learning about other cultures, and how they do things. | do not fed like | have

this experience. Maybe for now | gtill have alot to learn before | canredly say | am

prepared to work with al the diversity found in some of these schools.

m



Even though Lindafeds she has learned from the student teaching experience, she till
feds she would not be able to effectively work in adiverse classroom. She commented that,
“for one to successfully teach students with culturd, behaviord, and learning differences, you
have to be prepared and posses specid skills.” Lindaaso felt that to address classroom
diversity successfully, there was a need to spend alot of timein a diverse classroom. One year

of student teaching experience, according to her, is not enough exposure to culturd diversity.

Life Influences and Experienceswith Cultural Diversity

L essons from the home

Lindagrew up in asmdl university town. The community was largely low income, with a
few middle income neighborhoods. The community is aso consdered diverse because of its
Black population, White population, and low-income families. However, even with this diversty
Linda saw her community as very separated in terms of race, and socio- economic status.

Its redlly weird you know, everybody livesin ther different sections, thereistherich

section of town and the middle class section, and there are afew trailer parks and areas

for people on the lower socioeconomic status, and then there is the Black section of
town. It was very separated. Everyone who lived around me was middle class, and then
we had the others who were living on the other side of town, they wereliving in trailer
parks, very poor, and you did not know them. The Black population is not very large,
just afew apartment blocks.

Diversty and racid issues were not discussed in Linda s home. She saw her parents as
very “ignorant about their family background.”

My parents never redly talked about our background. They do not identify that much

with their family backgrounds. Even for me, | never redly questioned who | was until

now. | guessit isworking with children, especidly with internationa children who come
in with different cultures, that has made me more aware of culturd differences. There
are dill things | guess | will never understand about other cultures, and | guessthisis due
to lack of culturd divergty in my own life.
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Looking back a her home life experiences, Linda could now see where she was lacking when it
came to culturd awareness. She fdt that it was due to this lack of cultura exposure that she had
faced difficulties working with culturaly diverse sudents during her teaching internship.

L essons from school

The dementary, middle, and high schools where Linda underwent her schooling were
highly homogenous. She recdls seeing afew Black studentsin her classes, a number of poor
children, no Asan students, or any other cultures.

| would say the schools were not very diverse a dl; 95% are White middle class, and

most of our parents work in the university or the few schools there. We dso have abig

hospitd. So | would say the mgjority of the kids are middle class. There are dso some
lower socio-economic. | think in every grade there are probably like 5 Black students
and that was about the extent of the diversity in my schools.

Linda recdled middle school and high school as “being separated in cliques, socid
groups, and race.” Each group had a designated area in the school where they would “hang out
and it was out of bounds’ to members of other groups.

Wedl just kept to oursalves. The Black students would hang out together, and then we

had the aternative group, the popular group and the athletes. | guessit wasjust like the

way itisindl schools, at that age you try to identify with one group, unlike now when
am older and | can understand about other people. | mean there are some things that |
will never understand. | do not live in their neighborhoods, or homes, but | fed | am
now more open to other cultures.

In high school, Linda recdled trying to cross those boundaries by becoming good-
friends with an Africant American sudent in her class. She recalled the experience caused her a
lot of problemswith the Black girlsin her school. She explains:

The Black girls scared me. They fet | was taking him away from them and | guessthey

were jealous of our relationship. They sarted to threaten me, not in a harmful way, but

just enough to scare me. It scared me at that age and having over ten people againgt
you, it' sthe worgt thing that could happen. | feared going to school. | feared each day |
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would have to meet them, and | tried to stay away from them. | just felt like | could not

relate to them, and if they were not like me | was just going to stay away.

This experience made her aware of the distances and separation of White and Black
sudents in her schools. Linda believes there are some culturd differences that she will never
understand. According to Lindathese cultura differences made her work with her African+
American students achdlenge.

Learning about other cultures

Lindarecalslearning very little about ethnic cultures during her schooling. “We used to
celebrate Christmas, Halloween and Easter.” Linda thought it was unfortunate her schools did
not emphasize the learning of other cultures. She believed the reason behind this was due to the
fact that her schools were not culturdly diverse. “1 guessit is dways the assumption thet
because you are mainly one group, thereis no need to learn about other cultures” This lack of
knowledge about other cultures would be tested during her student teaching, when she had to
teach a4™ grade unit on the Civil War. Even though she knew some information about the war,
she felt unprepared to teach about other cultural perspectives.

College experience with diversty

Lindda s experiences with diversty were dso very limited even in college. The universty
had areputation of being very diverse and Linda came expecting to learn alot about other
cultures. She remarked:

Back home | had heard about how there are SO many Internationa students herein

college and it’ s true, there's quite a number, especidly Adan students. | had expected to

see alot of diversity within the campus. | thought there would be events al year through,
classes that people have to take that talk about different cultures, and al such things. |
was surprised that there is very little going on. | did not fed like | benefited from this
diversty.

Linda fet that the promotion of diversity on campus was absent. She fedls she would
have benefited from classes that taught about diversity, multicultura issues, and working with
ESL students as she progressed through her ECE program. Unfortunately, very few classes
were offered that had amulticultura perspective.
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| think we definitely need more classes on diversity and student differences. We are

required to take one class, its called Education of Exceptiona students. We do not have

any classthat talks about working with ESL students, Black students, or Hispanic
students or the culturd differences that we should be aware of. | think we definitely

need more of abackground in that area.

Oveadl, Lindafedsthereisabig difference in the way the university professors see
teaching and the way teachersin schools seeit. “They [university faculty] are very idedlidtic,
which makes it hard on us. We go to the schools with all these ideas we have been taught for
three years and we are not able to use them.” According to Linda, she will not know whether
ideas the many ideas she learned in college work until when she has her own classroom. Linda
had come to the conclusion that her best training had been the experience she got in the

classroom.

Jessica
Introduction and Decision to Teach

Jesscais acharming 20-year-old who has dways had the knack for teaching people.
Sherecdlstha asalittle girl shewould go for tennis lessons and balet lessons, then come teach
her neighbors who couldn’t afford the extra curricula activities. Jessica explains that her teaching
desire came from wanting to help others, especidly those who were less fortunate.

| find mysdlf wanting to help people. Thisis my biggest weskness. | just cannot stand by

and see anyone in need and not fed that | need to help. As ateacher, | want to help

children learn. | guess to me whether it is in teaching people how to swim, play tennis,

or teaching in the classroom, | derive pleasure just by seeing people able to do

something and | was ableto help. | fed teaching is my gift; it iswhat | love to do.
Teaching people is what Jessica lovesto do. Jessica could not recall wanting to become
anything else but a classroom teacher. During her student teaching year, she taught first and third

grade classes.
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Inside a Culturally Diverse Classroom

Early classroom concerns and challenges

During the spring semester, Jessicataught in a3 grade classroom congisting of 19
students. 1 student was from Korea, 1 from India, 2 china, and 1 from Egypt. She had 3 Black
gudents, 5 from higher-income backgrounds, and 5 from lower income backgrounds.

Jessicareferred to her culturdly diverse classroom experience as “challenging.” She had
adiverse group of students conssting of ESL students, students with physical and mentd
disabilities, low-income students, and ethnicaly diverse students. Her initid concern was how to
work with these students' differences.

My first week | was very surprised. It was nothing like | had expected. The students

were largely mixed. The class was comprised of students with physica disabilities, racid

differences, and language differences. | do not recal any of my schools being like this, it
redlly surprised me.

| had alittle boy who came in straight from Korea that first week, straight off the

arplane, and had never spoke English in hislife. We could not find anyone ese who

spoke Korean in the school. We did not know how to communicate with him, even for
the ample things like, what would you like for lunch. He was a sweet child, but he could
not communicate with us.

| ds0 had another ESL. student who could read anything you gave him. But ask him the

smplest question about what he had read and he could not tell you. He understood how

to read, but did not understand what he was reading. | think his problem was
processing the information.

| dso had agirl in my classfrom India. She experienced alot of difficulty in writing. She

would spdll out everything exactly the way it sounds. That isthe way they did it in India

It was very difficult trying to get her to write things like we do. She would write a tory

and you would have no ideawhat she has said init.

| had one little girl who was moderately deaf; she had to wear two hearing aides.

Without them she could not hear. And | had to wear an auditory trainer. And then we

had two African- American boyswho | guessed had learning disabilities. One boy
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dready had an 1EP; the other boy had alearning disability. They dso tested him last

year and found that he was ADHD. Then | had children from every economic satus

ranging from kids who were very poor and living in traller parks, to kids whose parents
were doctors and professors.

Jessica had imagined that students would be what she could recall of hersdf asa
student: “Quiet, ready to learn, Sit in their seets, and be of the same learning ability levels” With
these diverse students she found she had students ranging from those who were “very smart and
got things very eadly” to otherswho “needed alot of help.”

Working with ESL students
In her culturaly diverse 3¢ grade, Jessicahad 4 ESL students dl from different cultura

backgrounds and different countries, and spoke different languages. Jessicafound out that with
these ESL students there were differencesin their learning skills, socidization, and classroom
behaviors.

It was interesting because with my student from Korea, | could never tell whether he

was ligening or whether he was talking to himsdlf. | would be teaching something and he

would be bent over his book reading out loudly, in his language. And | could not
understand what he was saying, so that was difficult. The Indian girl was very shy. | was
afraid of asking her a question, she would never respond. | am not sure whether she had
problems understanding me or she was scared of spesking English. With these kids|
had to be careful. | did not know where they were coming from, how to communicate
with them, or how to make sure they understood what | was teaching. That was redly
difficult for me to ded with.

Jessicafound this experience of working with ESL. sudents initidly chalenging because
she did not have “anyone who was an expert with ESL students in the school.” The only expert
she could find was the ESL teacher who was helping the students learn English. “Even though
she was a helpful resource person, she did not spesk their languages.” To be able to teach her
ESL students, Jessicaredlized she had to understand “where they were coming from, how they
learned, and what they dready knew.” Jessica contacted the local university Internationd office

who found someone who spoke Korean and was willing to come help with her Korean student.
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She also contacted the parents of the other three students who were eager to help with thar
children’slearning.

From that point on, teaching her ESL students became a“ very enriching experience” for
Jessica. She worked together with these students and their parents to try to bridge the gap
between their culture and the new culture. She found this experience not only beneficid for her
students, but for her too. Through talking with the parents and the students, she was able to
learn about their different cultures. “In learning some aspects of their culture, | was able to cater
for the learning needs of my ESL students.”

Learning experiencesin aculturaly diverse classoom

Working in an economicaly, culturdly, and linguidticaly diverse cdlassroom, Jessca
found that the learning experiences of the students differed sgnificantly. She had students who
“knew so much,” and she had others who were “behind in their learning.” She had students from
low-income families who were performing at alower leve. Then she had those who came from
middle and high+income families who were very advanced in their learning. She explainsthis
economic diversity:

Last semedter, | taught in a class where there were a 6 students from low income

familieswho lived in the trailer parks, did not come from very cultured backgrounds,

and were lacking in some skills, especidly in reading and writing. | never redly noticed
the differences until this semester when | am now working with 3 grade students. What
these sudents can do is mind blowing. Some of them are from very good families, their

parents are working in the univerdity, the parents are well educated, and the kidslearn a

lot from them. The difference in these sudentsiis like night and day. They have

computers at home, they have parents who are helping them do some extraordinary
projects, and the parents are very supportive.

There were other problems of working in an economicaly diverse class. Jessicafound
that teachers had “lower expectations of children who were from lower income backgrounds.”

Thereisagroup of kidsthat everyone talks about. They are better known as the group

from hell. It was not until recently that | discovered that this group was dso the trailer

kids. It isredly terrible how the trailer kids have their name attached to everything bad.
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| have seen it with my own eyes that two children can be doing the same activity and yet

the poor kid isthe one sent to the office. Because of the location of this schoal, | fed

that thereis atendency to look down on kids from the poor families. | fed like the
teachers do not care whether they make it to college or not.

The school islocated near the locd university, hence, there srelatively large numbers of
children from higher income families. Jessica fdt that “the few students who are from low
income-families are aso the ones who are looked down upon, have less learning experience,
and are tracked to the low math and reading classes’. As a student teacher, Jessica has come to
redlize that the income level makes a difference in what students learn, and in how teachers
perceive them. In one of her journa entries, she reflects on her perspective of teaching:

The Virginians sets the standards of what teachers are to teach. The paliticians dictate

what the children will learn. The teachers determine how the students learn. It isacase

of the buggy carrying the horse. One thing that teachers do not consider is all the power
they have. The teachers have the power to control the children’s spirits. They are able
to slence their voices. They are adle to divide the class according to ability. They can
develop or demoalish achild’ s sdf esteem. They hold the key to children’ s educationa
success. A student’ s ahility is created through teachers exposing their files and finding
out where they come from: poor, rich, Black, White, ESL, or disabled. They aredl
judged by what they come with to the classroom, and in this process the poor suffer the
most (March 10™ reflection).
Jessica comes from a poor community, went to school with economically diverse sudents, and
S0 to Jessica, “to be poor does not mean you are different than any other students.” Her parents
had aso taught her “not to judge people based on their backgrounds.” As a student teacher,
Jessica fedls disgppointed to see how negative the teachers perceptions about the students
from low-income backgrounds are.

Teaching approaches

Jessica s philosophy of teaching a diverse classroom isthat dl sudents learn at their
own pace, and reach “the deep seas at their own pace.”. Within this philosophy of teaching,
Jessica believed “each student is cagpable of learning aslong asthey are exposed to it.” Jessica
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aso believed that “al students are motivated to learn, and are capable of learning so long as
they have ateacher who is committed.” With thisin mind she tried to cater to individua
sudents' learning needs.

| try to teach to the middle of the classand | try to hit al of them and make sure they

understand what | am saying first. And then | give out the activity. And then | have

severd tha may have problems with the activity | go over and make sure the one-on-
oneisthere, especialy after | find out their wesknesses or their strengths for a particular
activity. | bring them asde and we do it one-on-one. | find that with these kids when
they have the one-on-one or the one-on-two they do better. They get it and | make
sure they get it, then it becomes easier to move on.
Jessicafedsthat if sudents are exposed to the materia and teachers take time to communicate
with them individudly, they will learn. To perceive if the sudents comprehend what sheis
teaching, Jessica used their faces. “Kids faces, very smple, | mean they are either there or they
arenot. If | can seeitinther face| cantdl if what | have been teaching them has made some
sense to them.” Jessicawas very personable with her students, communicated with them, and
knew their strengths and weaknesses. Being able to communicate and understand her students
helped her know when they “did not get it.”

| think one of my strengthsin teaching isthat | am very persona with the kids. | think |

redlly connect to them. | try to analyze and think about and reflect on what makes a

child tick. Like redlly study about that alot a night, and then | think of away in which

| can reach that child. | have noticed that dowly, one by one, | have kind of got thislittle

thing | do and we dways have thislittle connection, and | make sure that their needs are
met.

Jessica sees hersdf as afacilitator of learning. Teachers, according to Jessica, serve as
guides, mentors, and supporters of learning. A teacher’sjob isto make the learning process
interesting and to keep the motivation of individua student. To Jessica, teaching a diverse
classroom is not about being in front of the class and teaching, “it is about knowing the needs of
individua students and finding away to make sure those learning needs are met.”



Teaching from a multicultural perspective

Dueto the cultura diversity in her classes, Jesscaexplained she was “ableto learn
more about cultura diversity during the one year of student teaching than she had ever in her
lifetime.” In explaining her cultural exposures, she said “1 had been very ignorant before about
other people, and | never redized how fascinating it can be to learn how different people do
things.” To learn about the culturd differences of her ESL students, Jessica asked their parents
to come and talk to the class about their countries and their cultures.

By recognizing her international students, Jessica explained she was “&ble to make them
fed apart of the classroom while a the same time make the other students redlize they were not
different.” She aso noticed that the rest of the students appreciated learning about their
international students.

During Black History month, Jessicaincorporated some African- American Heroesin
the stories and had students do projects about the life histories of some famous African
Americans. According to Jessica, “the students did not gain much from these projects and
gtories as much as they did from the parents' presentations.”

My biggest complaint is that the children did not recognize Booker T. Washington for

what he did. They recognized that he was Black, and | think that was the bad part

about it. | think that is promoting not necessarily preudice, becauseit’s not a prejudiced

mood that we were presenting, but more like being stereotypical. It was not until about

haf way through the month of February that | redized the downside of this. | fet like we
only learned about the Black people because it was Black History month. | do not think
the students got the underlying meaning that it is not because they are Black and that is
why they are famous.
Emphasizing learning about Black people Black history month implied “they were different.”
Jessica pointed out “amulticulturd pergpective should be portrayed in the whole curriculum, and
not just particular days or months.” However, her biggest chdlenge was how to “incorporate so
many higtories in a curriculum, mandated by the Standards of Learning.” According to Jessica,
the Virginia Standards of Learning do not recognize the important work done by these people.

121



Behavior management in adiverse dassroom

Working in adiverse classroom, Jessica was faced not only with teaching adiverse
group of students, but also dedling with diverse behaviors. Jessica pointed out individud
students who were the “ ones considered to be a behavioral problem” and stated “the anger and
digtractions these sudents were causing in the class were aresult of the emotiona and
psychologica problems they were going through in their homes.” In the following excerpt she
talks about Leah, the “raging bull,” (one of the students living in the trailer parks) and how her
home life may have been a cause of her behavior problems:

Leah had many emotiond problems to deal with. She was a smart kid, but she wanted

S0 much attention from my cooperating teacher and me. In the beginning when | sarted

student teaching, she would come in every day with either astomachache or a

headache. Her mother has never been married before so they have aweekly boyfriend

who comesin and livesin the house. And | picked up on it that she has been sexudly
abused. When this lagt boyfriend lived with them she would come in with blue marks on
her, and | noticed one day she camein and | guessit was like my second week being
here, and she just broke out, | mean she just fell down on the ground bawling. | have
never seen a child cry as hard as she did. She ran to the bathroom, and | went after her
to see what was wrong and she said that her mother broke up with that boyfriend, and
she had kicked him out and he was threatening to kill them dl, and had come to the
trailer with agun. Here | wastrying to teach her this smple math and sheisworried if
her mother is going to be dive when she gets home! And | do not blame her you know.
| do not blame her at dl. It redly bresks my heart when | know an eight-year-old is
going through dl this

We cdl her a“raging bull.” She can be like alittle flower and so precious and so swest,

then she can switch just like that on you, in the middle of a sentence. | mean she would

literdly take out any child in this room. She has alot of behavior problems, but |
understood what background she came from. She had gone through some tough years,
tougher than | have had to face in my 20 years. | tried to show her respect, even when



shewould do terrible, terrible thingsin class. | did not want to disrespect her. | knew
how much she needed an adult to show her that, “hey | care.”
Jessica s concern for her students is seen in how she handled this Situation. After learning about
the problems that Leah had gone through, Jessica fdlt the need to give her a*second chance”’
and let her know “someone cared.” Instead of punishing Leah for her bad behavior, Jessica
recognized that Leah needed a safe place to be and people she could trust.
Nick, the “trouble maker,” was one of Jessical s African- American students whose
behavior problems was dso aresult of hishomelife:
| have another student in my class, whose middle name istrouble. Heis very determined
and independent. He has been suspended more times than | can count. Nick comes
from abroken home, it's more than just a divorced family, more of a divorced and
abused home, and alot of things. His mother works one job; he has four other brothers
and sgters, and she lives by hersdlf. It istough for him and hisfamily. | wastold heisa
very disturbed child, and | should expect alot of behavior problems with him. The first
two weeks of teaching, | was scared to death of this boy everyone had told me about.
At first | tried to be dl goody-goody with him like | do with the other kids, redly
friendly, and that did not cut it with him. He took me down the first day. After severd
attempts | redized | could ether alow him to ruin my student teaching, or | could try to
work things out with him. It came to the point where | had to learn to spesk his Lingo. |
got to hislevel.
Nick can sngle-handedly ruin my day, but instead, he makesit. He makesit so much
fun because he is the type of child whom you want to help, you want to get him out of
his family and get him into this good home. Underneeth heis such agood kid. And
when | think of dl those thingsthat heislabeled and al those discussons about him by
other teachers . He just needs a chance. He needs someone he can relate to, someone
who understands him.
To communicate with Nick, Jessica said she learned to spesk his“Lingo,” cometo hislevd,
and treat him with respect. Because she was able to communicate with Nick, she did not have
discipline problems with him, as had been expected. Jessca believesthat in dedling with



problems, you have to “ded with each child individudly, communicate with them, and find out
what was causing the behavior problems.” She fdlt teachers make quick judgments about
particular students without giving themsdlves a chance to know the students. Jessica believes
“degp down, there is something good about each student.” She further illugtrates this:
We have anew student who joined my class. Heis avery quiet boy who wants to
please my cooperating teacher and me. He is one of the sweetest, kindest boys | have
in my class. One of my colleagues informed me that Thomas had moved from another
county. When | told her about this sweet child, she said it was hard to believe | was
talking about the same Thomeas she knew. She went on to tell me about his notorious
and outrageous behavior, how he had no self-control, and how his emationd problems
and hishome life were total and complete chaos. The teachersin the former school he
was in had a celebration party after Thomas and his brother moved.
After ligtening to dl this, Jessica did not believe they were talking about the same student. She
decided to go look at hisfile. According to the file, Thomas had been through more thingsin his
eight years “than mogt of us canimaginein alifetime”
Now here he is coming to school and the teachers do not give him a breek; they just
keep nagging him. | dways thought that school was a place where children should be
free of worry. Now | have come to sadly redlize that for those kids who have not had it
easy in ther lives, schools become an extension of their problems. It is unfortunate no
one bothers to find out what these kids have gone through before being so judgmentdl.
To ded with behavior problems, Jessica pointed out “she tried to see more of the
students than just the behavior.” Sheis able to recognize that class misbehaviors are caused by
other problems the students may be going through in their lives. Jessicaiis keen to learn about
her students. She looks for ways to connect with them, show them respect, and make them fedl
safe in the school. To emphasize what she meant by “ school safety” Jessica commented “school
is supposed to be safe for dl children, it is my job to make my students fed welcome here”
Parental support

Parent participation was seen by amgority of the student teachers as amgor part of

teaching success. In talking about communication and support from her culturdly diverse
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parents, Jessica commented “ she had more support from her ESL parents than with dl her other
parents,” because the “ESL students needed extra help at home and their parents were the only
people who understood their languages.” The concern and interest the ESL parents showed in
the education of their children impressed Jessica

The ESL parents were very supportive, which was surprising | think. One of my biggest

surprises about them was how much they appreciated whatever | did for their kids.

They dl were*oh yes, we thank you so much, you are wonderful.” They redly

gppreciated everything that | could do for them.

Now there are kids in my class from low-income parents. | did not get to meet their

parents. | caled severd times, cdled their homes after schoal to let them know what

was going on, but | never got to meet them. | cannot say they did not care. | am sure
they cared as much asthey could, but it was just that maybe they had another job,
maybe they just had other responsbilities so they could not make it.

Jessica commented that the school participation from her poor and other diverse
students' parents was low. However, she went on to say “these parents had to take care of
their basic needs and may not have had the time to come to school.” During her second
semester of -time teaching, Jessicatook it upon hersdlf to call up parents and tell them “how
good their kids were behaving in the class.” Doing this changed some of the perceptions of her
diverse parents.

To cdl aparent who has dways had a teacher call and complain about the negetive

things that their child isdoing, | think it completely changed their outlook on things. | had

acouple of parents who wanted my phone number so they could call me at home.

Severd times parents caled during school hours and wanted to talk to me. | do not

know if it was because of my idess, or if it was because they fet comfortable with me. |

think they appreciated my calls.

Jessica felt she was able to open communication with the parents due to her non
threatening gpproach. Even though she did not get opportunities to meet with al the parents,
through the phone conversations she found “they were al concerned and supportive of their

125



children’s education.” According to Jessica, “dl parents care about the learning of their children,
it dl comes down to how teachers communicate with them.”

Jessica’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

In summing up her overdl one-year student teaching experience, Jessicafedsthat it has
been “a great success” She motivated herself along time ago to work with children, so this
experience has not only been very enjoyable, but has dso made her believe more in herself and
her future as an educator. She sees her talent as ateacher “is being able to connect with
gudents” Jessicafeds sheisin theright professon. Teaching, according to her, isher cdling
and she has no regrets about wanting to become ateacher.

| have not fet like | do not want to be in the classroom anymore. | have walked away

being very stressed, | have walked away having a headache, | have walked away

thinking | just want to be done. But | have never waked away thinking | do not want
to teach anymore. | have never walked away with the feding like everything went wrong
today.

During her one-year field experience, Jessica s most vauable experience was in learning
that teaching is not about just being in the classroom and teaching, but was aso about “listening
to the students and knowing their learning needs.” She said:

| enjoy listening to the kids. | have come to know my kidsthisway. The day | fed likel

have gone an entire day or an entire week or an entire month or an entire year and not

listened to the children, not listened to what they liked, what they did not like, and not
listen to their opinions, | am out.

Jessicais passionate about teaching and working with children. However, she fedsthat
when it comes to working with diverse children she needs “ more preparation before she can fed
prepared to work in afully diverse class”

Thereisno child | think | cannot work with. Give me any class, and | can grow with

them. | can grow to love every one of them. However, there is also more to teaching

than jugt loving children, and when you are working with adiverse class, you have alot

to dedl with. Y ou need better preparation than we got here. | would need to learn more
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about cultura diversity, and how to teach multiculturd education. | would hate to fed
like | am burned out working with diverse children, and, therefore, | fed like | need
more experience and definitely more preparation and learning about cultures.
Jessica' s concerns about her lack of preparation to work with diverse children makes her fed
she may not be able to handle a culturaly diverse class. However, she dso recognizes that she
has arare gift of connecting with al sudents.

Life Influences and Experiences with Diversity

L essons from home

“Littleto none,” is how Jessica described her exposure to ethnic diversity. Living in an
dl-White neighborhood, the differences she noticed were “the socio-economic differences.”
Jessca comes from asmal Southwest Virginia community, which she describes as smdll, rurd,
and poor.

Jessica s parents and her grandparents were her biggest influence. In describing her
parents, Jessica sees them as having served as role models by “being open and respectable to
everyone.”

My parents served as my role models; they taught me to be respectful of other people's

differences and to be tolerant of their differences and yet it was not something they sat

down and said. It was just the aspect and the belief that you have to respect everyone
whether they have different ethnicity or different religions or anything. Just repect them
as people. Even though we might have had more money or more opportunities than

other peoplein that area, | never once looked down on them because they lived in a

traller or they lived in asmdler house. | did nat, | never thought like that.

Jessica emphasizes that “she never looked down upon people’ to explain how she perceived
her poor rurd community. Reflecting on her teaching placements she commented, “it’s very
disappointing to see how people around here look down upon poor kids.”

Growing up inasmdl rurd community, she found people were more “ conservative’ and

“closed” towards outsiders, especidly towards different cultures:
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| think that once you grow up inarural community, you tend to become very

consarvative. | can tel my family is not open to diversity. | do not seethem redly

concerned with other people outside our community, or what’s going on around the
world. | see them as being closed. They have grown up in this small place where
everyone is the same and they have known each other dl their lives. | do not mean they
are prejudiced or anything; | mean that they do not know much about other cultures.

Y ou do not hear my parents talking against other people you just do not hear them

talking about other cultures at dl.

Dueto thislack of cultural exposure, Jesscawasinitidly concerned about going to
teach in adiverse classroom, especialy teaching ESL students. She felt she did not know how
to work with them, she did not know their cultures, and was afraid she might say something that
may end up offending some of her students. It was this inexperience with culturd diversty that
inspired her to learn more about the cultura backgrounds of her sudents, especialy her ESL
students.

L essons from school

Jessica went to White homogenous schools close to home. Her schools were, however,
economicdly diverse. In her school dmost everyone was White. In her graduating class she
could not recdl any ethnic minority students.

Asfar asincome is concerned, it was pretty diverse. We had alot of low-income

families and several middle-income and then afew high-income. And asfar as ethnicity

is concerned, there was not much at dl. | think | had no people of other ethnicitiesin my
graduating class. | think there was one African- American two years below me and
maybe one, ayear above me, but other than that, we had more low-income kids than
anything. When | say low, | mean redl low-income.

In terms of learning about other cultures, Jessica could not recall learning about other
cultures during her schooling. She fed's her community and her schools lived in their own
enclaves and ignored everything e se hgppening outsde. She explainsthis shidded life:

We livein thislittle place where we expected everyone to be the same. We used to

have Haloween parties, Christmas parties, Easter bunnies and egg hunts, and there was
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no fuss about it. | think since the schools knew everyone, their families, and they went to
the same churches, same shopping center, they smply assumed we al had the same
believes. Since no parents complained about it, | guessthey just assumed it was okay.

L essons from college and training

Coming to college, Jessicawas surprised to find extengve differences in the college
students. She was surprised at the freedom of expression in how students dressed and spoke.
Having been brought up in a consarvative culture, it took her time to get used to life on campus.
For thefirst timein her life, she was taking classes with Black, Asan, Latino, and other
European students. Jessica especidly found college avery enriching environment due to the
population of the Internationa students.

It'slike thereisthis big Internationa group of students, then thereisasmal African

American group, and then the rest are White Americans. | fed like the Internationd

sudents are the most. | mean you see them everyone. What' s redly cool isyou hear

them talking in their languages, and it just makes the campus look very diverse. |
remember taking a class with a sudent from Italy and to me it was amazing to hear how
different lifeisin Itdy. | think when you live here you tend to assume the world isthe
same.
Based on the diversity of the university, Jessica pointed out that more should be done to
educate the college students about diversity. However, even with the large group of different
cultures on campus, she feds she did not gain much from this diveraity. Going into the classroom
and working ESL and ethnic students, she fedls it would have been to her benefit if she had had
opportunities to learn about culturd diversity during her training.

Mary
Introduction and Decision to Teach
Mary, a 21-year European- American, described hersdlf asthe kind of person who
“worries and get stressed about everything and wants everything to be organized dl thetime.” It
took her time to adjust to the classroom environment where everything is not ways organized.



Mary’s dedire to teach was ingpired by the joy she derives from being around children and
working with them. “It is something that | aways wanted to do”. Mary had worked with
children before in daycare environments and summer programs. During her student teaching
year, Mary taught Kindergarten and first grade.

Inside a Culturally Diverse Classroom

Classroom diversity: ESL children

The dementary school in which Mary was placed for student teaching experience was
near thelocd universty. Thereisardatively larger number of ESL, ethnic minorities, middle
class, and poor sudentsin this school. During the fal semester, Mary found herself working
with severd children from low-income families, and diverse culturd and linguitic backgrounds.
Out of 18 First graders, 6 were from poor families, 4 were ESL, 3were from higher income
levels, 3 Black students and 5 from middle class homes. Her Kindergarten also was socidly,
economicaly and culturdly diverse. Out of 16 students, Mary had 4 from lower income
brackets, 4 who were ESL, 6 from middle income backgrounds, 1 was Filipino, and 1 Black
student.

According to Mary, working with the poor children was “an eye opener.” It gave her
“an gppreciaion for her own life, and how shewasraised.” Working with low-income children
and ESL children comes with problems and concerns that Mary fdt the average teacher
working with mainstream children does not have to ded with With her ESL 1% grade students,
the problems were with their language, socid skills, and comprehension. She explains:

| hed onelittle girl from China and she could read anything you gave her. | mean she

was just awhiz at reading, but then if you asked her a comprehension question, she

would have no idea what it meant, but yet she could read every single word.

| had another little girl from Egypt. Reading was extremedy hard for her. | do not know

why she just could not catch on like the other students. She was just learning English

and 0 she could not read many words. It was more of akindergarten level.

| had alittle boy from China. When hefirst came here, he had problems with socia

skills. He is very smart; | mean heis doing math on a4™ grade leve, multiplication,

divison, but as far as socid skills are concerned he is definitdy at kindergarten level.
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| ds0 had alittle girl and alittle boy who are of African descent. They could read more
than the other ESL kids, but behavior wise, they were very destructive.
Mary fdt it was chalenging to work with these ESL students for they dl came from different
cultures. To help them, she felt she had to “identify with them in order to understand their prior
experiences, which was a hard thing to do.”
It was hard because you want to help, but you do not know how. Y ou do not know
their culture, their experiences, and | did not have experience of working with ESL
children before. Y ou do not know whether it is alanguage problem, or whether it is fear
that they arein anew country. So, it becomes difficult because you have to try different
way's to approach them and it is not always easy.
Cultura divergty: LES children
Mary was not only working with ESL students, but also with children from low socio-

economic (LES) backgrounds. She pointed out that “some of the red life circumstances of poor

students were realy sad and your heart redlly goes out to those kids and their families.” It was

the firgt time Mary was exposed to poor children and some of their home life Stuations. She

expressed:
| had six or seven of them living in atraller park, and it was kind of sad to see some of
them. One or two of them would come to school redly dirty. Dirt is on their hands, on
their face so that was redlly kind of sad to see. And you know sometimes there would
be behavior problems and maybe it is something going on a home, or something thét is
on their mind.

Mary continues to describes one of those “sad” Stuations:
| had this one little boy and dmost every afternoon in the fal his grandpawould take
him hunting and he would carry his own gun and they would shoot deer and ducks and
everything. One day he came into the class with his eye extremely red, al puffy and
actudly on the White part it was like some of the piece had been taken out. And he was
at school with no bandage, and my cooperating teacher sent him up to the office. They
cdled home and got hold of his mom, they told her about it and she was like “oh itsfine,
it'sfine” He needed to see adoctor. His eye was puffy and blood shot; it was awful to
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look at. They had put abandage on it and it was until the next day that | gpparently
found out that when he got home the mother just ripped the bandage off. The next day
when he came to school, the teacher wanted to put a bandage back on, but he yelled
and cried and did not want a bandage for fear of his mom.
Seaing one of students in such a condition and the attitude of the mother made Mary fed that
parents of poor children were “not responsible enough about their children’swefare” She went
on to express. “how can one concentrate on teaching, at the same time worry whether achild's
eyeisgoing to be okay?’

Mary fdt being in aclass with children from poor families was a chalenge, snce they
were faced with many problems such as “coming to school hungry, sick, dirty, or with family
problems’. She commented that when it came to poor children, “their parents did not care
about their welfare and they sent them to schools for the teachersto ded with these problems.”

Mary dso pointed out that she felt her teaching was not very effective because she had
to attend to other problems going on in the classroom. To avoid feding burned out, she learned
to go each day with anew dtitude and gart al over again. She adso learned not to carry her
sudents problems home with her. Mary fdt frustrated. She “wanted so much to help these
children, but did not know how.”

It's easy to get buried under as one tries to handle dl these problems. In the beginning |

would come home and | would cry and fed hopeless because one of the kids had a bad

day and a bad attitude and there was nothing | could do about it. | would have loved to
take dl of them home with me. They are s0 young, and yet, dready facing many
problems. My cooperating teacher told methat | needed to stop carrying my students

problems home with me, otherwise | would get burned out very fast trying to carry dl

these problems around. | now take each day as it comes.

Mary commented that she had come to the redlization that as a student teacher, there was not
much she could do to solve some of the problems her students were facing. According to Mary,

she had to look beyond these problemsin order to concentrate on her student teaching.
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Classroom management
Working with children from lower grade levels, Mary fdlt there were less behavior

problems to ded with, especidly in Kindergarten. She had dso found that whatever behaviora
problems they had were managegbl e because the children were il very young and were willing
to listen.

In 1% grade, she recalled two students who were “ difficult to deal with.” One of these
students was a girl (of African descent), whom she described as being “very disruptive, rude,
and mean to the other children.” Mary fdt the reason why the girl behaved in adisruptive
manner was because she was older than the rest of the students. “Even though mentaly she was
progressing, like she could read and write, her behaviors were definitely not for 1% grade.” To
ded with this problem, Mary explained that she would take her aside and try talking to her:

We often had to take her out of things like circle time. | would be reading a book and

shewould be al over the place, just being disruptive to everyone. | think she had some

emotiond problems, but this was the first semester of school, and we did not know

much about her background. All we knew was that she was in afoster home, but | did

not know how long she had lived there, or for what reasons. She was a difficult child to

work with.
Even though Mary did not know about the student’ s background, she felt certain that her
behavior problems ssemmed from her background.

Mary had also found out that “some of her students had never been to a socia setting
before such as daycare, or preschool.” They were till learning “sharing, cooperative ills, and
the daily classroom procedures.” Severd of her firgt grade students were il having difficulties
inwriting and lacked interest in writing activities. She explains this with the example of Matt, her
African- American student:

Matt was one of those kids who did not want to do any classwork. | felt like he could

do it, but he was sometimes just holding back. Like when it came to writing practices,

he would refuse to write anything. Try as much as we could, if he did not fed like
writing, he would not do it. There was nothing we could do. It isamost like he knew
the next day that “well | am just not going to write and they are just going to let me,”
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you know what | mean? So, since he knew we could not force him to do it, each day he

would flatly refuse to write.

According to Mary, they could not force Mait to learn unless he was willing to. She
explained that if they were to try forcing him, he would become even more adamant about not
writing. She recalls she had tried using force and what he wrote over and over again was“l do
not fed like writing.” Mary was a aloss as to what to do in this Situation. She thought he was
having learning problems and needed specid attention from an aide or a specia education
teacher.

Parenta support in adiverse classroom

One of Mary’s concerns of working in a diverse classroom was the lack of support
from parents. Mary was concerned that “parents did not show up for conferences, for field
trips, for school-related activities, or to volunteer in the classroom,” She further explains

Thereislittle support from the parents here; | must say that. | do not see many coming

in and talking with the teacher, and even when my cooperating teacher caled the

parents, they still do not bother to come in. The little support | have seen (like once a

week a parent comes in and wants to help) are from some of the parents who work in

the universty, other than them, there has not been much involvement.
Mary was surprised to see little support from parents, especialy when the children were il
very new to the school. The teachers needed volunteers and had requested parents to come and
volunteer, and yet very few showed up. She had noticed that the parents who used to come for
related learning activities were mainly parents who were working in theloca university. They
tended to be “very involved with their children’s learning,” and according to her, these parents
were mainly the “middle class parents.”

Mary believes learning should be a partnership, where “the parents, the teachers, and
the students work together towards the same learning goads.” Mary saw this partnership as
involving the teachers who worked with the children in school, and the parents who reinforced
learning & home. This partnership, according to Mary, was lacking.
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Teaching approaches in a culturaly diverse classroom

According to Mary, teaching of young children requires interesting activities to keep
them interested, engaged, and motivated. She saw Kindergarten and first grade levels as
“delicate and important stages’ where children are learning new things and improving on what
they dready know.

This stage requires a teacher to congtantly introduce new learning activities to keep

students engaged. | ill have problems coming up with new activitiesdl thetime. | am

not avery flexible person. | have dways been very organized, | guess| kind of expect
things to work out as | plan them. When something does not work, | find myself having
adifficult time trying to switch from one activity to the next.

Some of the teaching methods that Mary quoted as utilizing in her teaching were
“hands-on experiences, manipulative kills, visud ads, kinesthetic, and individudized teaching.”
She dso explained that she liked the idea of using the whole language gpproach and involving
her students in the writing process.

Mary aso commented that “a child had to be interested in learning, otherwiseit did not
matter what Strategies a teacher used; none of them worked unless the child is motivated to
learn.” She gave an example of Matt and sad, “he has to have the right frame of mind, he hasto
be interested. If a student is not interested there is nothing a teacher can do.”

In talking about the learning experiences of her diverse students, Mary commented that
students who had little exposure to learning materias such as books and manipulative activities
had a more difficult time relaing to the learning activities she presented:

Especidly in Kindergarten and 1% grade, you can tell those kids whose parents read for

them at home, who spend time with them like doing learning activities, they are

interested in learning. Others do not want to do anything, and if you ask them what their
favorite thing iswhen they are a home, they say watching TV. | think they spend too
much time weatching TV. When they come to the class, they are bored with learning,
because they probably never did much of it before.

Mary believed that each child needs some learning preparation either through daycare,
home schooling, preschool, or the Head Start program. She had noticed “ students who had had
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early learning exposures were not only performing much better in her dass, they were dso
better in everything ese - socid skills, cooperative skills, and technology skills.”
Teaching from amulticultural perspective

With regards to multicultura education and addressing culturd diversty, Mary
commented that she did not notice much being donein her school to encourage multiculturalism.
Her ESL parents were not involved in classroom activities that promoted multiculturalism, and
the teachers did not teach about other cultures. She explained that “ everything was lft for the
Internationa Week, when the teachers invited some parents to come and talk about their
cultures”

Asked if she had tried to address multiculturalism and diversity in her teaching, she
explained “no | did not doit. | had to follow the guidelines of my cooperating teacher, apart
from the Internationa Week when we had a chance to look at cultures, we did not do it.”

Mary’s Journey of Growth and Reflection

Mary fdt that she had gained alot more confidence within hersdf by the end of the
year. This confidence is aresult of her field experience and having gained a better understanding
of what to expect in the teaching professon. Mary believes the best experience was actualy
being in the classroom and being exposed to al the things going on in the redl classroom. She
was amazed at al the things teachers have to ded with, especialy when it cameto diverse
children.

If you were to ask me, if | was very open to diversity and experienced with it, | would

have told you yes due to my family background. However, now | have learned that

diversity is not about just different races or knowing people from different countries. It is
about dealing with many culturd differences such asrace, behaviors, language, family
gructure, and family economic status. | have now come to understand thet all these
differencesin backgrounds play arole in how children learn.

Mary commented that what she felt she lacked most was the preparation to work with
ESL students, because of the language and cultura differences.

It isdifficult to work with kids from other cultures. There is the language difference, the

cultural differences, and even smple things like how they reed, or comprehend things. |
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definitely need more knowledge to work with ESL students. | dill fed like when it came
to ESL students, there was nothing | could do to aid their learning process. It's
interesting because | come from a diverse family, we have lots of relatives who were
born from other countries.. . . but this was different, this was very different.
She aso comments about working with poor children:
| have never seen a school with as many poor children. | guess | am comparing it with
where | come from. Children in this county are poor, their parents are not very
concerned, and it is difficult to work with kids who have so many problems. It'slike
you fed they are there, they are in the class with you, but their minds are e sawhere.
Y ou know what | mean? It’s not easy to get them actively engaged and involved. In the
end you fed like you are not effective as ateacher.
The field experience has been an “eye opener” for Mary. She knows that she needs more
training when it comes to working with culturaly diverse children. She dso fedsthat even
though sheis better prepared to work in a diverse classroom, she may not yet be effective
enough. “It comes with experience, | gtill lack teaching experience, so | am not sure | would be

very efectivein ahighly diverse environment.”

Life Influences and Experience with Diversity

L essons from home

Mary livesin the suburbs of Richmond where she found diversity lacking, as compared
to New Y ork where they had lived before. Mary’ s upbringing was in aculturdly diverse
environment. Her uncl€ s twelve children brought diverdty richness within their family. “He
adopted severd Black, Viethamese, Brazilian, and Asian children.” Growing up in thisracid
representation was, according to Mary, “unique and very normd” and at the sametime
“difficult.” Sheexplans:

| remember when | was growing up and one of my friends would make a comment like
“you have Black cousins’ or “you have Vietnamese cousins” To meit was no big dedl,
but my friends would make it sound like it was bad or something. And this would affect
me and | would go home and ask my parents why my friends think it is bad to have
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Black or Viethamese cousins. My parents would explain to me that people find it
strange because we are White, but they would also make me understand that the color
of my skin did not matter. Y ou treat everybody equal; it doesn’'t make you better
because you are White. So culture talk was brought up in those ways. | recdl this being
aconfusng time for me, | had played with my uncle's children, | consdered them a part
of me, but when we started schooling, | guess that’ s when we came to the redlization
that we were different.

It was not dways easy learning to live with the redization from one' s peers that you
family is different. However, according to Mary, it was even harder for her Black cousins
because they had to ded with being Black, but having White parents.

| remember it being talked about a home that my cousins were having trouble in school

because their friends would make fun of them especidly asthey grew older. It was

difficult for them to fit in with thelr Black friends because they were consdered different.

It was okay when they were younger, but in high school, where you are trying to fit in

with your friends and you have White parents, it seems strange to people. | remember it

being difficult for my uncle and the kids.

Lessons from school

The large dementary school where Mary underwent her early schooling was
predominantly White. She could only recall two Black studentsin her graduation class and one
Chinese student. She also recdlls the celebration of specia events such as Christmas, Eagter,
Halloween, and S. Patrick’s day. Coming into student teach, Mary was surprised to find that
schools do not celebrate these specid events anymore.

Other than the celebration of specia events, Mary could not recall whether the teechers
emphasized multiculturaism.

Mary experienced more diverse populations, especialy Korean sudents, in middle
school and high school. She recdlls her high school being avery college-oriented school.

“ Students and the classes were separated in terms of the college preps and the mechanic type.”
The attitude was “ college preps were headed to college while those in technica classes were the

type of people who were not going anywhere.”
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We were more or less tracked according to those who were being prepared to go to
college and those who were not. For those headed to college, we used to take college
preparation courses. | recall the high school being very separated in thisway. | think,
aso, the kidsin my classes, the college preps, were more from high-income families. In
my school we had alarge number of high-income students and those are the ones who
were taking al those pre-college classes. Due to thistracking, | recall we used to look
at those who were like working on cars and say they will never make it anywhere.
These students were, alot of times, the few Black students and the kids from poor
families
Mary found that students were separated depending on whether they were “college prep or the
mechanic type.” She dso found the Korean students to be very “culture conscious’ in that they
used to only “hang together.” Mary, like severa other preservice teachers, felt that even though
diversty existed in high school and middle schooal, it was not recognized or celebrated.

Multicultura curriculum

Multiculturd education and diversity issuesin high school involved doing projects on
particular countries and people.
We would do some research and give a class presentation. Each student would make a
presentation. | felt, even though | learned about countries like Greece, and about the
Native American people, | did not get a deep understanding of ether the history of the
Greek civilization or the higtory of the Native Americans. | think it would have been neat
to do the projects, and dso get very involved, have presentations, discussions, and vigts
to historical museums. | think this would have been more meaningful. When you are
doing a project for the grade, you are only interested in the grade, and not anything else.
The multiculturd education was very superficid and did not give us agood
understanding of other cultures.
She was a0 disgppointed about having alarge number of Korean students, yet not learn
anything about them.
| see it now in my school we have Internationd students and during Internationa day we

learn about them and we get someone to come and give atalk. | did not seethis
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happening in our school. We had many Korean students, but we never learned anything

about them. | dso recall they kind of used to separate themselves and keep to

themselves. So there was no chance of learning about their cultures because you do not

et to tak much with them.

In terms of experiencing diversity-talking to children from diverse culturesin her schools
and learning about diverse cultures-Mary fedsthat she did not get agood culturd diversty
experience.

Divergty in college

Mary found college to be very diverse with Black, White, and international students.
She recdlls being taught some classes by international graduate students and expressed:

The Chinese graduate student, who taught one of my biology classes, was redly difficult

to understand, like the way they talk likeit isso hard in alecture. You redly had to

drain to listen and to understand what he was saying. So that was kind of hard for us.

And then | had you [the interviewer] for my Professona Development class. So, |

recal you and this Chinese student as the only two different sudents that 1 got to know

as members of internationa cultures. | aso knew severa professors who were from
internationd cultures, | think. But | recall maybe being taught one or two classes by any
of them.

Mary dso pointed out the fact that diversity in the university was limited to certain
colleges and department. “We only had one African- American sudent in my program. But |
hed friends who were in other colleges like Engineering and Chemistry and they had alots of
students from different cultures”

With regards to taking college classes that reflected a multicultural perspective, Mary
recalls taking one Socia Studies class that emphasized working with diverse sudents.

| enjoyed the socia studies class. | redly liked the professor. He was very experienced

and well traveled. But | fed the course would have been more practica and relevant

had we been given some red life issues. We should have had internationa students

come and talk to us about their experiences. We should have had someone talk to us
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about how to work with diverse children, especidly ESL students, we should have
watched videos and looked at books that dealt with red life culturd diversty issues. . ..
Mary aso recaled taking a class on children with learning disabilities that she felt did not
help her in terms of working with students with disabilities because they concentrated on
learning the laws and issues surrounding incluson. “It’s good to learn about the Laws, but when
| am working with these kids, Laws will not help me figure out what to do in cases of
emergencies” Overdl, Mary thought that the mgjority of her classes lacked meaningful and
practica ways to teach studentsin the public schools stting.

Michelle
Teacher Background and Decision to Teach

Michdleisa22 year old African- American who started off her undergraduate degree
as a mass communication mgjor planning to become ajournadist. During her sophomore year,
she decided to change to the Early Childhood Education mgor even though “teaching was not
her first love”

Unlike severa of the preservice teachers interviewed, Michelle had not had any teaching
experiences before other than being in the classroom as a sudent. Michelle has anaturd caring
persondity for sudents who are going through difficult times. To Michdlle, “teachingisa
commitment not only teach, but be arole modd, and a good influence to the students.” During
her student teaching year she taught third and fifth grades classes.

Inside a Culturally Diver se Classroom

Classroom diversity

Michelle' s sudents were linguisticaly, economicaly, academicaly, and ethnicaly
diverse. In her fifth grade class, she had 5 specid education students, 3 Africat American
Students, 4 Asian students, and a 6 students from lower-income families 6 from middle-class
families, 1 Native- American. Michelle saw the students as “ very separated according to their
different groups.” Once she took over teaching, she explained that the firdt thing she did was
help the students learn how to get dong with each other.
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The 5" grade class was very diverse and very separated. The specia education kids
aways hanged out together, the middle class kids dways hanged out together, the kids
who were in more advanced levels hanged out together, kids from low socia economic
gtatus hanged out together, everybody was just kind of Stting in their own little groups.
Asthe time went aong, they started learning how to get dong and get to work together.
| had gone in with the attitude that, even though these kids are different, they are dl the
same. | fdt they needed a teacher who was going to be there for them, listen to them,
and avail to what each kid needed. | think they saw that as being arole modd. Well, if
the teacher can be with this person, she can be with me. From that point, they started
learning how to get dong.

By showing the students she was going to tregt them the same whether gifted, poor, of color, or

rich, she modeled to the students that it was possible for them to get dong.

Michelle sthird grade class was d<o culturdly diverse with 4 ESL students, 1 Bi-racid

student, 1 Higpanic student, 8 students from lower income, and 5 from middle to higher income

families. She explains this diversity:

We had four Chinese students, | think they are dl from China, | had one Native
American student, and one bi-racia child and most of that class wasin the low socio-
economic bracket. A lot of the kids were poor. My cooperative teacher and | were
talking about this competition going on in the school, where the kids who brought in the
most canned juice could win aprice for their dlassroom. And we thought of how unfair
that was for alot of other kids, epecidly the poor kids who may not have the money to
give away food.

Working with ESL students was a new experience for Michdle. Shewasinitidly

worried she would not know how to work with them, they would not understand her, and she

might not understand them. However, she was surprised that al her ESL students spoke fluent
English for they had been in that school since Kindergarten.

Working with ardatively larger number of poor students surprised Michelle. According

to her, “it appeared the students were grouped according to ability. And alot of times the poor

142



children were the ones in the lower classes” In both her sudent teaching placements, Michelle
worked with the “low level Math and Language Arts groups.”
| do not know why, but it seems like both semesters | ended up teaching the low- ability
kids. These were kids who were so low they hardly knew how to do addition or read. |
saw mysdf in these kids. | had a difficult time understanding concepts when | was their
age and so | could relate to what they were going through.
Michelle could relate to what her students were going through, and the learning difficulties they
were having. She felt was able to reach out to them and teach them, as she would have wanted
her teacher to teach her.

Learning expeariencesin adiverse classroom

One of the problems that Michelle was faced with was how to make the content
relevant to dl her sudents. Being in a diverse classroom, she found there were things that were
abstract to her sudents. She explains.

| think the biggest problem that we do have in our dass, isthat the kids have not had the

experiences with some things in order to be able to do particular projects. Some kids

had never used computers before, and they are learning how to use one. We can be
working on something and the kids will come to me and say, | do not know how to do
this, I do not know what to write. It is a constant thing of | do not know, | do not know.
| have alot of that going on. | have few students who, when they want to avoid work,
will go to the bathroom, will talk to their friends, will do anything just to avoid the work
amply because they do not want to ded with it, especidly if it isanew thing they have
never learnt before.

Michelle fdt she understood where the students were coming from, “it is not thet they do not

want to do the work, it is because they do not know how.” Michelle saw her job as ateacher

wasto look for “learning options’ that would work well with dl the sudents:

| try to use other things such as going into the library and getting books that they can use

for aproject ingead of usng the computer. | put myself in their shoesand if | had had to

use a computer when | was in eementary school, | would not have known how. | had

not been exposed to it. | fed sometimes teachers just punish kids for no reason. They
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want them to do something, even when they have no clue how to do it. It should be
every teacher’ sjob to find out if the kids understand what they are asking them to do.
And if you are working with children who have not had the kind of experiences that you
have had, one should not take it for granted. | put myself in their Stuation, to try to see
things as they see them.
In her classes, Michelle believed that each child is capable of learning. She believed “each child
needs the extra push to be able to relae to the learning materias.” Michelle emphasized that in a
diverse classroom, “one amost has to develop twenty-two lesson plans for individud students.”
Since the sudents come in with varying learning styles, she did not believe that one gpproach or
one lesson plan was enough to cater for al their learning needs. In preparing her lessons,
Michelle emphasized that she thinks of the materids and her students and how each student
would relate to what she was teaching.
Teaching approaches

Besides thinking of different waysto teach her sudents, Michdle dso triesto bea
flexible teacher. She sees hersdf as ateacher who is “willing to learn from her mistakes with the
hope of making it better next time.” She feds the need to give hersdf a chance to find out what
workswel| for her and what does not. Due to her flexibility, sheis not afraid to explore new
ideas ways of doing things. She explains her teaching gpproaches.

With my specid ed. group, | try to come up with activities | know they will enjoy. I try

to go to the library and get them books that they will enjoy reading. When | see they are

getting off task, ingtead of yelling a them | give them something ese to do that will hold
their interest.
She went on to explain:

Giving achild alabd istdling them they have limits. | do not think any kids have limits.

Kids have different experiences, but | think each and every child can reach for the ky if

given thewings. | try to give them wings hoping they will learn how to fly.

Michelle strongly believes that ateacher hasto find Strategies to reach individua students,
indeed of |abding them. She went on to emphasize thiswith “Michagl,” one of her African
American specid education students:
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Teachers believed Michael could not read. So they used to give him smple books to
read. But with me, Michadl wastotdly a different child. | recall when | started working
with him, | went to the library and | got Role of Thunder Hear My Cry for him to reed,

and he said he could not read it. | told him | would read for him from the beginning and
he could take it home and continue to read some more. So | started reading the book

for him, and he was redlly into it. He liked the language. Then we got into another book
cdled Missssippi River and he read that one on his own. He enjoyed books where the

language was not so complicated for him. He enjoyed books that he could relate to with
doriesthat were interesting to him. So he did not have a problem with reading. Y €,
they kept saying he had problems with reading, but | did not see this. He read these
books, and he took the test and passed the test. It was just that the materia he had
been given to reed, he just was not interested init.
According to Michelle, Michael did not need alabd. She explained that “teachers expected
students to read the same reading materids regardless of whether it bored them or not, and if
they can't read the book, then they are labeled learning disabled.” Her teaching philosophy was
that each child learned differently and it was up to her to make sure that each individud child's
learning needs are met. By giving Michadl books that were interesting to him, she found he was
able to read and enjoy the books.
Teaching from amulticultural perspective

In explaining her pergpective about multicultura education, Michelle was concerned that
the students were not learning much about culturd diversity in the curriculum. Shewas dso
concerned that the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL’s) covered very little about the cultura
representations of the American people. “Y ou could go through awhole book and not find
anything that is culturdly related gpart from the Civil War, which isthe only time thet Black
people are presented.” She went on to explain:

The SOL’sredly do not cover much cultura diversity. They do not get into it. The only

time that we redlly talk about something that is SOL’s related to other culture is when

they talk about daves. Y ou know davery has contributed alot into this society aswe
know it now, but | do not want to talk about my people as nothing but as daves. That is
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why | like to keep off talking about davery, because some of the kids might think Black

people are not better in anything other than being daves. They may |oose respect for

me, and for al the other Black children in the classroom.
Michelle pointed out to the davery experience in America and commented that the significance
of that experience might be difficult to comprehend especidly for young children. She gave an
example of how she had tried to teach about women and their contributions to American
higtory, and some of her students commented that “women were okay staying at home and
being homemakers.” This experience made her fed adamant that her students were not ready
and did not have the maturity to gppreciate some of the “sendtive issuesin the American
higtory.”

Michdlefet that for ateacher to teach about the African- American experience, one has
not only to be prepared but be aware of the sengitive issues that may not be appropriate to
discuss with young children. Overdl, Michdle commented she was disappointed with the
curriculum because, “very little attention was being paid to culturd diversity other than during
Internationa week, and Black History month.”

Dedling with behavior problems
The fifth grade class that Michelle was teaching was known as the “backtrack class’ by

everyone in the school. This dass had dl the specid education and behaviora problem students
tracked together. When Michelle started her student teaching, she found that what she had been
told about the class was “exaggerated.” She explains.
| had the class that was popularly known as “backtrack.” Like everybody in the school
had a complaint about the students. We had alot of specid education students who
were put into one group, and | admit there were some with behaviora problems. But
for the most part | did not fed that they were that dramatic for people to make abig
deal about it. It wasjust a matter of just being firm and letting them know who wasin
charge.
Having come from a poor family and having had difficult learning experiences during her
early dementary years, Michdle fdt she could relate to her students. Being able to relate them
helped her manage the behaviora problemsin her class.
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| thought | could relate to mysdlf being in school, with people not having faithin me. |

was the outcast and the outsider. For me it was amatter of just getting in and blending

with them and getting them to understand that “hey! | know what you are going through

and thereisaway to work through it.” The discipline problem started to kind of move

away at that point. It started dying out. | started to notice that by the end of my student

teaching, we did not have as many behavioral problems. People from other classes

were not coming in and complaining about our classes. We were settling down.
Michelle developed a professond but friendly relaionship with her sudents. “They knew | was
their friend and, as ateacher, they aso respected my authority. They were good kids.” Being
able to establish hersdlf as afriend and an authority was important for Michelle because it
helped her relate to her studentsin a persona and professiond manner.

The dtar fish:

It was during her fifth grade placement that Michelle became very attached to one of her
Africant American student. She called him her “gtar fish.” “I think everyone has a gtar fish
student that you very much want to help get back into the deep seas .. . ..” During the two
interviews Michelle taked at length about Evan sharing her concerns and her fears, and the
things she had tried to do to help him get “back on track.”

Evan was labded serioudy emotionaly disturbed, learning disabled, and hyperactive.

There was one point where he had five different labels on him. Everyone feared Evan.

He spent time terrorizing his classmates, his teachers, and his aide. He never paid

attention in class. He stood out like a sore thumb. When | first met Evan, | was

embarrassed by his atitude, hisway of dressing, (he used to wear the baggy clothes,
listen to the hard type music like Heavy D), and his attitude! As one of the few African

Americansin my dass, | saw him as sdling himsdf short. From the firgt time | met him, |

made a decison that aslong as | was teaching the class | was not going to stand his

hard attitude.
She went on to explain:

It cameto apoint where | said to mysdlf, | am going get off my high horse and dedl with

thiskid' s atitude. So the firgt thing that | said to him was stop coming in here
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aggravating everybody! And he said something back to me, and | said something back

to him, and he said, “ so! Isthat supposed to make me scared?” And | said, “ no, its not

supposed to scare you, | am not scared of you, you are not scared of me, we do not
have a problem.” That was the point. He kind of grinned a me and he was surprised
that somebody had actualy spoken back to him in arough and aggressive way.

According to Michelle, she dedt with Evan as he would have expected an African
American “mother” to ded with him. She did not take his nonsense, she established hersdlf as
an authority from the first day. She believes this made him become respectful of her, and within
no time, he started making progressin his behavior. However, because of the perception that
his teachers had of him, he was till considered *an outcast.”

Michelle saw Evan's behaviorad problems as connected to his home life. He had lived
with his grandparents for “the most part of hislife and was now being taken care of by his
father.” Because Michdle had had smilar experiences growing up, she believed that his school
problems might have been caused by what was going on in hishome life. She explains.

| had had some of the same family problems. | lived with my grandparents for most of

my life, o | could relate to him. | fet deep for him. This poor child who had gone

through so much in life, was not getting a bresk even in schoal. | wanted to make hislife
better. | had had a teacher who had bdieved in me and that iswhy | had improved
dramaticaly from the non-academic child | was about to become. | needed to do the
same for Evan. | knew for many students dl that it took was having just one teacher
who believed in them.
Michelle counsded Evan, became arole modd, helped him with difficult assgnments, and spent
time one-on-one with him reading books, tutoring him, and guiding him. She explained that she
cameto hislevd, taked to himin a“red” and truthful manner. Michelle stated that she told
Evan that “as one of the few Black personsin the school, he had to behave as arole model for
other Black kids.” Evan treaeted Michelle like the mother he never had. He respected her,
listened to her, and made dramétic improvements in his behavior and academic work. Michelle
fdlt certain that she had led Evan “to the degp seas, and now swimming would be much essier
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for him.” By the end of Michell€ s sudent teaching placement, Evan had gone from having five
different labels, to the counselors and the teachers looking for “one suitable labd.”

Michelle saw that the mgjority of her fifth grade students needed individudized attention
and a teacher who believed in them. Shetried to be that one teacher, and she explained that by
the time she left her fifth grade placement, severa of her sudents had improved in their reading,
communication, interactions, and overdl classroom behaviors.

Parents support in adiverse classroom

In talking about parents and their educationa support for their children, Michelle
commented that “parents were not very vishle’ in the two classes she had taught. She went on
to explain: “In upper levd classes, students are more into structured learning, and teachers may
not need many volunteers.” Michelle aso reasoned that, her * cooperating teachers did not like
soliciting parents' support which may have caused the parents to Stay away.”

For those parents who did not show up for conferences, Michelle reasoned “alot of
parentsfed very disconnected with the schools and are fearful of their teachers and do not
know anything about learning especialy when it comesto 5" grade curriculum.” Based on her
own growing up experiences, Michelle knew poor parents had “other priorities to make ends
meset, making it difficult for them to come to conferences or have the time to help their children
with home assgnments.”

Coming from alow-income family mysdlf, | can understand some of the reasons that

some parents have. Y ou are struggling to put food on the table, you are struggling to

bring up the children maybe by yourself, and you do not have the time to go to the
schoals or help with homework. My mom did not have time to help me after working
long hours and | did not have anyone else around that could help me so | did the work
on my own. So | guess that means she is a bad parent because she did not help me with
homework? Not hardly! | am not satisfied with anyone trying to pass judgment on kids
from poor families. | have been there and | know it is hard on parents to face the fact
that they cannot dways help their kids with homework.

According to Michelle there were other ways schools and teachers could work with

parents to develop communication, especidly if parents are not as“vishble’:
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Cdl them and talk to them over the phone. Get to know the community you are

working with and get to know the parents. Send letters home telling them what is going

on in the school. And make sure you do not aways tell them negative things about their

children. Tell them some things, which are positive, which make them proud of their

child. Make them aware and proud of the little achievements that the child is making.

Michelle believed her parent philosophy worked, because she had tried it. She found
that parents fed very proud for ateacher to call them about positive things. She pointed out that
in caling the parents, she was able to let them know that the school was a positive environment
for their child to bein.

Michelle's Journey of Growth and Reflection

In the beginning, Michelle had been unsure about going into the teaching professon. By
the end of the student teaching year, Michdle strongly felt she had chosen the right profession.

Shefeds she has a natura connection with children who are going through difficult times, and as

ateacher she wants to continue looking for ways to work with “troubled children.”

Initidly, Michelle worried about how the students would reect to her, for she wasthe
only Black teacher in the whole school. Even though she did not experience any
prejudice based on her color, Michelle expressed that she would prefer to teachina
highly diverse schoal. “I would prefer to work in schools that have alarge number of
Black kids. | fed they need my help most; | understand them better, especialy what
they go through in their homes and in the schools. | have been there, and | can rdate to
them.”

Michelle fed's the education system has failed poor children and children of color. She explains:
| seealot of differences here. If kids come from parents who do not have money, they
pretty much end up in specid education class. | was at the risk of being put in specid
ed. myself and | do not want to see these kids having to suffer because of where they
come from, their color, or because they do not have money. | believe every child isthe
same, and every child isuniquein hisor her own way. | do not know if the education
system here will ever change, but, as new teachers, we need to start somewhere. We

need to be the ones to make a change, we should not tdll kids they cannot do this or
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that, instead, we need to tell them they have the ability to do more. We need to

chdlenge them to do their level best. We need to encourage them to achieve their

highest gads | think thisis going to be a chdlenge for mein the future, but | am looking
forward to it. Y ou know, you can change someon€e' slife, one person at atime. You can
encourage the children; you can lift them up.

Michelle has grown immensdly as an educator. From the shy student teacher she once
was to someone who cares deeply about her profession. “I now believe | was born to teach.”
To Micheleteaching is not just aout going into the classroom and teaching, it dso involves
“caring for the children, ligtening to them, crying with them and laughing with them.” According
to Michdlle, her grestest strength is being able to tune in to the students.

Life Influences and Experiences with Diversity
L essons from home
Surrounded by the rolling hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Michdle cdlsthe rdaively
large town near Southwest Virginia, home. With a population of about 60,000, Michdlelivesin
apredominatdy White community with ardatively smal number of Blacks She explains about
the White and Black divisonsin the community:

Y ou can pretty much tell which areas are Black or White. There is one section that is
maostly Black, then you have another section thet itslike kind of beautiful hilly sideswith
nice houses and everything and you know it's a predominately White section. Y ou can
actudly tell what areas are predominately Black areas and which aress are
predominately White areas, by the houses, and the surrounding environment.

Michelle liveswith her grandparents and her sngle mom. With regards to acceptance
and appreciation of diversity, she explained that her family was “very reserved and closed about
outside cultures.” Her grandparents, being of an older generation, had had experiences with
segregation, which she bdieves, |eft them very “untrugting of the White people.”

My grandparents and my mum al went to an al-Black school, because of that

segregation thing going on & that time. My grandma had some redlly negative

experiences with White people so alot of their views are kind of like, we can associate
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with White people as much as we have to, but they gill have very negative fuses.
Anything that goes on just like any form of injustice that they see, it's about race, it's
about being Black, everything that went down. | mean | can say alot of it probably did
center around race, but anything that went down, anything that does not go their way,
they fed likeit israce rdated.

Michelle did not dways agree with her family’ sracid perspective. Even though she did not want

to cal them pregjudiced, she thought they were very cautious because of the experiences they

had gone through. Michelle went on to explain that her family “did not understand the diversity

of cultures or trust people outsde their culturd boundaries’ such as the newly arrived

immigrantsin their community.

Asfar aswith other cultures | noticed we had alot of Higpanic and Vietnamese people
coming to the area. My family isjust redlly, so reserved. They reason why they do not
associate with people of other culturesis because they cannot understand them. You
know it islike they have this very optic view thet thisisthe way | wasraised, thisis
what | see, and thisiswhat | know. | cannot see them redlly branching out into other
cultures and learning about other things. It islike they are set in their way of doing
things

Because of thislack of exposure to cultures other than her own, Michelle perceives

hersdf as inexperienced when it comes to knowledge about Asans, Latinos, Native Indians,

and other ethnic groups.

Even though Michdle sfamily is not open to diversity, she regards her grandparents as

her biggest educatorsin teaching her about the African- American history.

It is through my grandparentsthat | came to understand who | am, and my roleasa
Black, educated woman. They taught me the lessons of life. My grandfather would St
for hours telling me about segregation, about the Civil War, about davery. He was well
learned about his history and he made sure he passed this on to me.

According to Michelle, learning about her history helps her make connections to her past
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Lessons From school

Michelle attended the homogenous schools in her community, which reflected a White

magority. Michelle explained that her early dementary schooling experiences were very negative.
Being the only Black child in her classroom, she felt sngled out, not only by her teechers, but
a0 by the other students. She sums up her early schooling experiences as.
My kindergarten experience was pretty good starting off. | redly liked my teacher, and
| tried to do everything | could to please her because that was the one thing that |
thought was maost important. But as the year progressed | could tell for some reason
that she just redly did not like me. She would write notes home to my mom saying |
was not doing any work, | was lying around in the floor, | picked on other kids, | was
rude and lazy. At five years old, | was not taught to question what an adult says about
me. And yet here was a teacher seeing things that | was not doing. | used to try even
harder to please her, but she continued to make my firs year of schooling very difficult.
A quiet, shy girl, Michelle was dso congtantly harassed by the students. She was often
accused of being respongible for things happening in her classes such as taking other sudents
snacks or snack money. Because of this negative beginning, her academic performance was
very poor, she hated being in school, developed hedlth-related problems, lost her saif-esteem,
and lost her moativation to learn. These problems continued throughout her first three years of
schoaling. It was not until in third grade, that Michdle started making academic improvements.
Michelle credits her academic improvement to an Africanr Americathird grade teacher, whom
she feels made a tremendous difference in her world of learning:
From her tone of voice, smply speaking with her made it alot easier on me, and that is
when | started getting my self confidence and my self esteem started coming back. She
is, until this day, my favorite teacher. She brought me to a point where she made me
redlize that | could do more, she opened my eyes, when she said | atalent in writing.
Shetold me | could write well, and that geared me to becoming avery good student. |
am on the honorsroll now. | am hoping to graduate with one of the highest

undergraduate honors. Fifteen years ago if someone had suggested | could have
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achieved this, my teachers would have laughed on my face. Having one teecher who
encouraged meis what helped me to get over what everybody had done to me.
It isfrom her past experiences as a student that Michelle came to strongly believe “ateacher can
change a child'slife” Throughout her student teaching placement, she found hersdf drawn to
those students who were “neglected” in the classroom. These neglected students became her
“sar fishes”

Middle school and High school experience

Even though in middle school and high school there were more Asans, Hipanics and
Black students represented in the student popul ation, Michelle commented that “the teachers
continued to ignore them and did not take opportunities to utilize the diversity in the schools”

During her senior high school year, Michelle changed from the suburban high school to a
city school that was predominantly Black. Michelle explained that she changed schools because
she fdt “there was a very biased attitude towards Black students in the predominantly White
high school.” The White school used a tracking system to track sudents into “ college preps’
and “none college track.” The few Black studentsin that schoal, including Michdle, weredl in
non-college track classes. Michelle felt there were biases towards the Black students, and since
she wanted to further her education through college, she decided to change to a predominantly
Black schooal.

Moving into a new schooling environment that had more Black students, Michelle “felt
a home” She found that in this new school, “there was more Black cultura recognition
especidly during the Black History month.” She aso saw more Black faculty and gaff than she
had seen in her former schoal. “1 felt a home. | fdt | belonged.” She dso commented “if | had
not changed schoals, | would probably have never seen the doors of these college.”

Multiculturd curriculum

Michelle could not recdl learning much about other cultures or about her own culture
throughout her schooling. According to Michelle, her knowledge about her culture came from
her grandfather. Her teachers “did not teach about other cultures because they knew very little
about cultures, it was not a part of the curriculum, and it was easier to ignore them than to do

the necessary work it takes to teach from amulticulturd point of view.” She went on to explain:
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| think alot of teachersfed that they do not have to teach outsde what isin their
curriculum guides. | seeit now that | am in the classroom. Teachersjust want to follow
the easy way out. Why learn about other cultures? That would mean doing extrawork
and no one hasthe time. Aslong asit is not mandated, then they are happy not to teach
it. In my schools we learned mainly about the famous people in history, or who
discovered this or the other, and for the most part they were White. It was very
discouraging because it made you fed like you as a Black person are not significant, and
yet there are so many well-achieved Blacks we never hear about. | used to make it a
point when | hear of any Black person mentioned in any of the books | go find out more
about them because | was interested in learning what my people had achieved.

It was through educating herself and the history lessons she had received from her grandfather

that Michelle came to learn about African- American history.

College experience and diversty
Having visted the State University severd times before, Michdle dready knew that the

university was not culturdly diverse. She was not surprised to find she was the only Africar+
American sudent in the Early Childhood Education program. Being the only Black student in
many of her classes, Michelle fdt like “the token, especidly when the moment came to talk
about cultura diverdty issues” Sheexplans.
Inalot of the classes | noticed | ended up being the little token student in the classroom,
the only Black person gtting in the classroom, and | did not mind. | did not mind it so
much until when it came to culture talk. Then everybody would look to me for my
expertise to answer the questions about Black people or things that are related to Black
people or an issue surrounding minorities. And | wasjust like, you know! | represent
me, OK! | am just aBlack female. | do not represent Hispanic. | do not know what to
tell you about them. | am not Asian. | do not know what | am supposed to tell you
about Asian people. | do not know about the other cultures out there. | know what |
have been through and what | have been facing. | can tell you about my experience, but
| do not represent Black people or other cultures. | think this has dways been hard for
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me. | can tell about my experiences, but | do not believe these experiences represent al

Black people.

Michelle felt being the only Black student tat she was dways being put into the * other”
perspective, and yet she represented only hersdlf.

In terms of learning about different culturd traditions, Michelle felt she did not learn
much about multiculturalism in any of her undergraduate classes. It was not until her sudent
teaching year that she darted “understanding” the public school and the diversity within the
public school system. As a student teacher, she saw herself asthe “cother child” in many of her
students such as Evan, Michadl, and al the other students who had been labeled learning
disabled or identified as behaviora problem.

When we garted student teaching, that was when we redly fdt hit with some of the

things that actualy go on in the public schools. Our supervisor would wake you up to a

lot of things that go on. And yet, in thinking back, | have been thereand | have sat in

those classrooms. | have been that child that needed alabd. | have been that Black
student that everybody thought was stupid. | have been that poor child that everyone
assumed could not amount into anything. Yes, | have been there.

Seaing hersdf in her sudents was a painful reminder to Michelle of “where she has
been, and what she would have become.” In conclusion, Michelle emphasized that more
exposure is needed during training, in the hope that exposing the student teachers to the issues
and problemsin the public school settings will make them become more sengtive to their
culturdly diverse students needs.

Chapter Summary
This chapter explored the cultural perceptions of four interns working in two suburban
schools. It depicted narratives of four interns faced with the every day chalenges of working in
culturdly diverse classrooms. Each of them tdll vivid narratives of their experiences, and in these
narratives the reader gets a picture of how they address the cultura diversity they encountered
during their student teaching placements. They addressed culturd diversity asregards to low-
income students, ESL students, and ethnically diverse students. Because the schools were near
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the university, they had alarger number of ESL students and African American students than
the internsin the rurd school settings.

The issues addressed in their classroom experiences were discussed under severa
sections. Theseissues were: classroom diversity; parental support; learning experiences of
culturdly diverse students; classroom teaching approaches; behaviord problemsin adiverse
classroom; and teaching from amulticultura perspective. Theinterns life experiences with
culturd diversity were aso explored.

In talking about children from lower income families, comparisons were made between
these children and children from higher income backgrounds. The interns felt that children from
lower income backgrounds were performing at alower level. Because there was ardlatively
large number of children from higher income families in both schools, it is not surprising the
lower income children academic expectations were measured using the same measures as the
children from higher income families.

Two other sdient issues that came out from these four interviews were working with
linguidticdly diverse sudents and working with African- American sudents. With the linguidticaly
diverse sudents the biggest chalenge was limited English proficiency, while with the African
American students the biggest chdlenge was behavior problems. How each of the four
preservice teachers addressed these issues differ, depending on their experiences, teaching
syles, cultural knowledge, and teaching philosophies. These issues are further explored in the
discusson chapter.

The teaching srategies they usein the classroom are very smilar. They cited usng
severd culturaly rdevant teaching approaches such as group work, visuds, individuaized
ingruction, and hands-on experiences. Jessicaand Michdle dso believe tha in aculturaly
diverse classroom there is aneed to know one's students, their needs, and learning experiences.
Linda, on the other hand, stated she did not have enough time to get to know her individua
gudents. Thislack of communication with her students may have caused her to experience
behavior problems.

Among these four preservice teachers, Mary was the only one who stated she had been

exposad to racid and culturd diversty in her family life. However, in her culturdly diverse
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classroom experiences, it is not very clear how this exposure helped her gpproach working with
diverse sudents. If anything, she fed's overwhemed working with children from many cultures.

Michelle and Jessica adso had some exposure to diversity. Michelle s exposure was
mainly through the Black and White students she encountered in her schooling. Dueto her early
schooling experiences, she fedls she can understand what her African American sudents and
children from poor families go through. Throughout her teaching placement, she worked with
these students to help them achieve academic success.

Jesscawas brought up in a poor, mainly White rural community. Because of how she
was brought up, sheis very sendtive to how people tak about poor children, and bdievesin the
academic success of dl her students. Throughout her student teaching, we see Jessicareaching
out to dl her sudents. She is dso very passionate about teaching and this passion is portrayed
in how she talks about her teaching journey.

Linda appears to have had the mogt difficulty in teaching suburban children. She fedls
she lacks classroom control and lacks an authoritative approach when dealing with behavior
problems. Among the eight preservice teachers, sheis dso the only one who fedls she does not
have complete control of the classroom. It was not explored whether this was due to her
cooperdaing teachers style of teaching, or whether it was her belief that she lacked this control.

The four preservice teachers felt unprepared to work in highly diverse environments.
They cited the need for more training and experiences in the classroom before they can fed
adequately prepared to teach diverse children.
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CHAPTER VI
DISCUSSION
Introduction

This phenomenologica study explores preservice teachers perceptions of culturaly
diverse sudents. Responding to culturd diverdty is becoming an important issue for education
professionas. Studies by Lorenzo (1997) and Whaon and Kidwell (1994) indicate that two
fifths of the school age children population will now be racidly, culturdly, linguidticaly, and
economicaly diverse. On the other hand, 92% of dl teachers going into the e ementary teaching
professon are White, come from middle class backgrounds, and have limited repertoire of
experiences with students of differing ethnic, socio-economic, and linguidtic preferences (AATE,
1990; Cannela & Reiff, 1994; Sudzina, 1993). Consequently, thereis aneed to prepare
prospective teachers on how to address the culturd diversity they will encounter in the
classroom. Aninitia step towards this preparation begins with exploring what perceptions
preservice teachers have about culturaly diverse students.

Eight interns, al women between the ages of twenty and twenty-three years, were
interviewed for this study on cultura perceptions. Six identified themselves as Europeant
American, one identified hersdf as Itaian- American, and one identified hersdlf as African
American. These eight interns were undergraduate sudents in their find academic year, and
enrolled in a one-year teaching internship within the K-5 grade range. Four of the interns were
placed in rurd dementary schools, with ahomogenous group of White sudents from primaxrily
lower socio-economic backgrounds. The other four interns taught in suburban eementary
schoals, with amixed group of students from diverse racid, linguitic, and socio-economic
backgrounds.

The research questions guiding the study included:

1. How do preservice teacherstak about classroom cultura diversty? What stories do they
tdl?

2. How do they make sense of culturd diverdty in terms of their home, schooling, and college

training experiences?
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3. How doesthe experience of working with diverse students shape their understanding of
culturd divergty?
4. How does the student-teaching experience shape their identity as teachers?

To answer these questions, | conducted two phenomenologicd interviews with each of the
eght interns. Thefirgt interview focused on their classroom experiences with cultura diversity
during their year of student teaching. The second interview focused on their home, schooling,
and college training experiences with cultura diversity. From the results of the interviews, seven
issues that reflected on their professona and persond experiences with culturd diversity
emerged:

Home backgrounds of culturdly diverse sudents;

Learning experiences of culturdly diverse sudents;

Perceptions about teaching linguidtically diverse sudents;

Perceptions about teaching from amulticultura perspective

Parental support in a culturaly diverse classroom;

Dedling with behaviora problems;

Interns experiences with culturd diversity in their homes, schooling, and college training

experiences.
These issues emerged as aresult of comparing and contrasting, and discovering the common
threads and differences among the eight interns' narratives. Since the overal purpose of the
study isto understand how these study participants perceive culturaly diverse sudents, diversity
issues during their teaching internship were explored in depth. Connections between their home
and schooling experiences were interwoven into their student teaching experience whenever
these connections were readily seen, in order to provide a better understanding of how prior

experiences shape their cultura perceptions.

What Has ThisJourney Been Like For Me? A Self Reflection
Culturd issuestouch mein avery persond and professona way. My intercultura
experiences back home and abroad have led me on a salf-discovering journey trying to
understand and adapt into various cultural contexts. Through my educationd travels herein the

160



United States, Europe, Ada, and back home in Africa, culturd issues have been alarge part of
my lifé sjourney. | am dill traveling on this persond journey of searching and questioning my
otherness and trying to understand where my sense of place is, within this culturaly diverse
world. Conducting this research on how preservice teachers perceive the otherness of ther
students has given me an opportunity to see mysdf in these culturdly diverse sudents.

This research has not been an easy journey. | was not emotiondly prepared to handle
the issues that would arise as | conducted the interviews. Even though | tried to remain unbiased
throughout the research, it was challenging to remain objective about the issues that came up
during the interviews. As| listened to the cultural experiences of interns, there were many times |
saw mysdf asthat economicdly, socidly, ethnicadly, and linguidicaly different child.

Would a White researcher have obtained different responses and reached different
conclusions? Maybe so. However, | fed | had adistinct advantage being an outsider. Asan
outsder, | found, many times, that the interns were much more open with me for they felt they
were educating me about the classroom and their teaching practices about which | was unfamiliar
before this study. However, reveding one' s perceptions about cultural issuesis never easy, and |
fdt there were times some of the participants did not open up to me in the same way they might
have opened to someone White.

| fed | had a unique group of interns who were open, aware, and willing to share with
me their cultura experiences and perceptions. During the interviews, severd interns mentioned
they had, on severa occasions discussed among themsalves the diversity issues they were
encountering within their individud teaching placements. | bdieve these discussions had made
them become more aware of the diversity within their classrooms.

Even though | did not purposely design the study to explore arura and suburban
teaching experience, | find my study singular in that it explores culturad perceptions of preservice
teachers working in two different socio-culturd communities. | fed this gpproach gives a better
undergtanding of the amilarities and differences preservice teachers face working in rura and
suburban settings. | found socio-economic issues prevaent and a mgor concern among the eight

interns. Ethnic and linguigtic issues were more unique to the four interns teaching in the suburban
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schools, who had alarger number of ethnic and linguisticaly diverse sudents. Where necessary,
the differences between the rural and suburban teaching experiences are explored.

The purpose of this study was not to offer recommendations for teaching culturaly
diverse students, or to offer best practices of teaching for diversity. Rather, | conducted the study
for the purpose of understanding how eght interns perceived the classroom culturd diversity they
encountered during their field placement, and how they made sense of this diversity through their
life higtories. It ismy hope that in presenting how they talk about classroom culturd diversity |
have presented their opinions in the ways they intended.

Discussion of the Emergent | ssues

Home Backgrounds of Culturdly Diverse Students

In astudy conducted on preservice teachers atitudes towards culturally diverse
students, Dorene and William (1994) found that how children look, how they dress, and their
home backgrounds influence how preservice teachers perceive them. Moreover, thisimpacts on
how teachers react to classroom situations such as learning and behavior problems.

Smilarly in my current study, the home backgrounds of culturaly diverse students were
of particular concern to each of the interns. Specificdly, the home backgrounds of the lower
socio-economic students surprised the eight interns. The generd perception was that students
from lower socio-economic backgrounds came from home environments that contained abuse,
poverty, and alack of educational support. In describing the home backgrounds of these
sudents, the interns used terms including broken homes, single parent homes, foster homes,
living in trailer parks poor living environments, uncultured backgrounds, difficult home
life, physical and sexual abuse, lack of learning support, and lack of good nourishment.

The terms that the interns used to describe the home backgrounds of these students
seemed to be influenced by how they had heard the media, or other teachers, talk about them.
One intern had expressed, “| had heard there were more children from very poor backgrounds
livinginthisarea” Severd others had overheard teachersidentifying children who lived in trailer
parks as “amounting to nothing better than janitor,” “the group from hell,” and “those trailer
kids.” These students were dso more likely to be tracked in specia needs and remedial classes,
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be labeled as learning disabled, and require teecher aides. This negative labeling may have
affected how the eight interns reacted to their culturally diverse sudents.

Reactions among the eight interns about the culturdly diverse sudents' backgrounds
varied. Chrigting, Amy and Doreen felt that it was important to see each child as capable of
learning regardless of socio-economic backgrounds. Consequently, they saw teachers' attitudes
towards learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds as very important in empowering
them to move forward and achieve academic success. These three preservice teachers fet that
the schoals, the teachers, and the society were not doing enough to support the learning needs
of low s0cio-economic students. Instead, these students were being blamed for academic failure
when “it was the school and the society that was failing them”.

Michelle and Jessica expressed smilar views. They fet that children from lower socio-
economic backgrounds were treated differently because they come from poorer backgrounds.
These two interns believed that each child learned differently regardiess of backgrounds, and
“reached the deep seas at their own pace.” They saw a committed teacher as very important in
helping children from lower socio-economic backgrounds achieve academic success.

In reacting to the home backgrounds of their lower socio-economic students, Linda,
Karen, and Mary expressed powerlessness and guilt about the home backgrounds of these
sudents. They fdt that children from lower socio-economic backgrounds came to school with
many learning problems. They aso saw these learners as lacking in learning mativation. Since
these three interns were unfamiliar with the backgrounds of their culturaly diverse sudents, they
percelved them to be too culturdly different, making it difficult for these interns to understand
what these students knew and what their learning needs were. These three interns felt they were
not prepared to deal with diversity. They, therefore, saw teachers as needing specia skills and
experience to work in culturdly diverse classrooms.

Why are the reactions of these three interns so different from the other five, despite the
fact that they were dl student teaching in culturaly diverse environments? To answer this
question, it isimportant to go back to the literature and the interns' narratives. The interns, who
had had some experience with culturd diversty ather during college training or in their home

lives, were much more sengtive to their culturaly diverse learners backgrounds. In teaching,
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they emphasized knowing, connecting, and listening to these students. They were able to
understand and val ue these students' learning needs, and found their backgrounds to be a
learning resource rather than alimitation.

According to Ladson-Billings (in Hollins & Hayman, 1995) for ateacher to understand
the whole child, it is necessary to become aware of the child's culturd background, history, and
experiences outsde the classroom boundary. Thisimplies that for teachers to begin to
understand the children they are teaching, they need to familiarize themsdves with their culturaly
diverselearners home backgrounds, and use thisinformation to accommodate these students
learning needs. In this study, the interns who had limited experiences with culturd diversity
perceived their culturdly diverse sudents' backgrounds as different and, subsequently, difficult
to relate to. Since they were unfamiliar with their sudents' backgrounds and cultura
experiences, they experienced the mogt difficulties teaching in culturdly diverse classrooms.

Learning Experiences of Culturdly Diverse Students

Teaching to ensure the academic success of dl sudentsis a chdlenge. Thisis even more
gpparent in culturdly diverse classrooms where students come from diverse backgrounds and
learning experiences that may be unfamiliar to the teachers (Banks, 1993). One of the recurring
themes among the eight interns was that culturally diverse sudents have limited exposures to
learning experiences. They found their culturdly diverse students lacking in education-related
experiences such as trips to museums and libraries and competency with reading, writing, and
computer skills.

The interns dso fdlt there were learning disparities between their culturaly diverse
students and those from the mainstream backgrounds. They pointed out that children from
mainstream culture (middle and higher income backgrounds) had more knowledge and
experiencesto draw from. They aso felt that these children had more supportive parents, and
were familiar with basic learning skills such as reading, writing, and computer skills.

Even though culturdly diverse sudents may not posses maingtream learning
experiences, they come to the classroom equipped with experiences that teachers can draw

from (Perez, 1994). Christina, Amy, Doreen, Jessica and Michelle had come to understand this
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through their teaching experiences. Their classroom narratives reved their success stories of
working with culturaly diverse sudents. In the process they had come to understand that, even
though there were learning disparities between their maingtream students and their culturaly
diverse students, in teaching, it was necessary to recognize these students' experiences.
According to these five interns, working in a diverse classroom requires one to know the
sudents' learning needs and their learning experiences. This knowledge then had to be applied
in ways that would help facilitate each learner’ s success.

Professondly, these five interns saw themselves as sudent-centered teachers. They
perceived differentiating and knowing the learning needs of their sudents as centra to successful
teaching. They recognized that as teachers, they had to know the students, engage them, and
make learning interesting and bleto al sudentsin the classsoom. These interns saw
knowledge as empowering and looked for ways to motivate and empower their individua
Students.

Thesefiveinterns dso believed that how they perceived their role asteachershad a
magor impact on their students. As participantsin knowledge building (Ladson-Billings, 1994)
they saw themsdves working together with their students to create knowledge. They aso
emphasized respect for sudents and students' differences. They based their teaching
philosophies on how they were brought up and on their early schooling memories. The
narratives reved that respect for peopl€ s differences had been emphasized in Chrigtina' s
Jessical s and Doreen’ s homes, while Michele and Amy felt that having ateacher in eementary
school who had believed in them had influenced them into becoming better persons.

Teaching in aculturdly diverse classroom was perceived as chdlenging by Karen,
Linda, and Mary. These three interns expressed difficulties trying to teach culturdly diverse
students, due to the numerous learning problems exhibited by these students. They cited lack of
basic reading and writing skills, lack of educationd support, and lack of motivation, as some of
the chalenges they experienced working with culturaly diverse sudents.

In astudy conducted on preservice teachers cultural perceptions, Martin and Dixon
(1994) found that limited exposure to other cultural groups posed problems for preservice
teachers, who experienced difficulty in interpersond relations with sudents from cultures they
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knew little about. In my current sudy, the narratives of Karen, Linda, and Mary portray that
these three interns felt chalenged as they learned how to work with culturaly diverse sudents.

“They will never get it” is how Karen described her low-level math group. Karen
viewed her sudents from the perspective of hersdf asa student. A bright and good student
hersdlf, she had come to the classroom expecting dl children to be like her. Karen's narrative
revedls that, the task of working in diverse classrooms caused her to fed “burned out” after only
one school year.

“Teaching to dl but reaching afew” ishow Lindaexpressad her chalenges of teaching
inaculturdly diverse class. Linda reported that culturd differences hindered her understanding
of the needs of her sudents. Having grown up in a homogenous community, Linda believes the
learning chalenges she faced with her culturdly diverse sudents semmed from her limited
exposure to diversity.

“I cannot force achild to learn” is how Mary expressed her frugtrations from trying to
reach out to students who had learning and behavior problems. Mary fdt that in adiverse
classroom, ateacher had alot of learning and behavior problems to ded with, which draws one
away from effective teaching.

These three interns percaived themselves as facilitators of knowledge. According to
Ladson-Billings (1994) facilitators of learning build on what the students aready know and in
the process they loose the motivation to reach out to their culturaly diverse students and come
to believe that teaching is chdlenging because culturdly diverse sudents lack in this prior
learning knowledge. Also, these three interns felt unfamiliar with their culturdly diverse sudents
backgrounds. They found them not only difficult to teach, but aso too different to relate to.

Perceptions about Teaching Lingquigicaly Diverse Students

For this Sudy, culturd diversty in the schools a'so meant richness in multilinguaism. For
Chrigina, Doreen, Amy, and Karen, working in the rural schools exposed them to a variety of
didect differences. This didect difference was seen as one way of tdling the socid class of the
students. Karen and Amy had explained, “you can tel when they (students) speak or read, you
can tdl if they are high, middle, or low dass” Even though these four interns were faced with

166



different didects, they did not express difficulties working with their culturaly diverse sudents
due to these dialecticd differences.

For Linda, Mary, Jessicaand Michelle, teaching in the suburban schools meant working
with linguigtically diverse students, specificdly ESL students. These four interns cited working
with children from Koreg, China, Egypt, Italy, Pakistan, India, and Ghana. The overal
perception was that these students were limited in English proficiency, communicetion,
comprehension, and socidization skills. Linda and Mary stated finding it difficult to work with
linguidtically diverse sudents. They felt unprepared in their training to work successfully with
Sudents whose linguidtic skills in the dominant language were very limited. They dso fdt
unfamiliar with these sudents' cultura behaviors and learning experiences, which were different
from their maindiream culture.

Jessica s narrative reved s that she recognized the importance of working towards
understanding the cultural and linguistic differences of her sudents. In her narrative, she reates
how she worked towards enhancing these students’ linguigtic skills in the English language, and
the knowledge she gained from learning about their diverse cultures. Her approach towards
working with linguidtically diverse gudentsis of sgnificancein this sudy. She discovered that the
best way to engage these students in the learning process was by involving their parents through
communicating and working with them on daily classroom activities. Through working together
with these parents, she was able to learn about the different cultura perspectives represented in
her classroom. She dso came to understand the learning and cultural experiences/differences of
her ESL students, and in the process, was able to bridge the gap between the culture of the
home and the culture of the schoal.

What does the above example tel about working with linguidticaly diverse sudents?
For interns to become familiar with linguisticaly diverse sudents cultures, experiences, and
languages, it isimportant that they interact with these students and their parents (Gollnick &
Chinn, 1990). This interaction helps them learn about the culture, languages, and behaviors of
linguigtically diverse students. Thisinteraction dso helpsthe ESL students fed appreciated and
not dienated in the new culture. This gpproach of working with linguigticaly diverse gudentsis
a0 gpplicable to working with children from poor backgrounds and ethnic minorities. The
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experience gained from interacting and communication with parents and sudentsis beneficid in
working towards the academic success of culturaly diverse sudents. It is only through such
interactions that teachers are able to engage these in the learning process. Engaging with
culturaly diverse students can aso be done through learning about the various cultura
perspectives that are represented in a culturaly diverse classroom.

Perceptions about Teaching from aMulticultural Perspective

Effective teaching for culturdly diverse sudents can best take place within an
educationa setting that accepts, encourages, and respects their experiences (Banks & Banks,
1997). Severd interns have aready suggested that to work successfully in aculturdly diverse
classroom, a teacher must understand the educationa needs of culturaly diverse students, their
experiences, and their backgrounds. One way of doing thisis through communicating and
listening to these students and their parents, and another way is through a multicultural education
that explores different culturd behaviors and experiences.

All eight interns felt that multicultural education is an important eement of the school
curriculum. They defined multicultura education as awareness and exposure, learning about
other cultures, ceebrating gpecial occasons, and a holistic look & history through a variety of
cultura lenses. According to these interns, multicultural education is necessary not just for
culturdly diverse students, but for dl cultures to learn about one another. They al mentioned
including some aspect of multiculturalism in their teaching. However, their narratives reved thet
the actud induson of multiculturalism was very minimd.

One reason the interns believed was respongible for the lack of multiculturd inclusionin
the curriculum was due to the mandated Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL’s). They pointed
out that the SOL’s did not give them the flexibility to teach about other cultures. They dso fdlt
the SOL’s had very little information regarding ethnic minorities, poor children, or linguigticaly
diverse students. Instead, what the SOL’s covered was Ancient History, which the interns
considered too abstract to engage students. Severa interns gave an example of aunit on
Ancient Greece and commented, “it does not make sense to learn about Ancient Greece, when

the students cannot relate to what they dready havein their classrooms and communities” They
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suggested that students need to be learning about themsalves, “who they are and where they
come from.”

Concerns were also raised about a multicultural education that concentrated on
particular cultures and specid events, but not on dl cultures. These interns felt that learning
about cultures only during particular occasions served to highlight racid aswell as culturd
differences rather than encourage community. Chrigting, Karen, Amy and Doreen gave
examples of Black History month (which had been emphasized in their various grade levels
during the month of February), and pointed out that talking about famous Black people only in
the month of February implied that the African- Americans were different, and therefore
separate. To avoid divisveness between cultures, they suggested that the African- American
experience be included into the tota curriculum, ingteed of only being taught during the month of
February. Amy had explicitly stated “I will never teach about Black History Month in February
unless| haveto.” Shefdt that schools need to be more effective in incorporating many cultura
perspectivesinto the curriculum, ingtead of giving superficid attention to afew.

Jessica, Karen, Mary and Michelle expressed smilar views about their schools' yearly
Internationa Week celebrations. They explained that the downside to an Internationa Week
was that teachers taked about their Internationa students only during that time and neglected
them for the rest of the school year. They suggested that Internationd cultures should be
included in the overal curriculum, and not taught only on particular occasons.

The eight interns thought they should have covered more about other cultures, but time
limitation, lack of knowledge about other cultures, lack of support from the schools, and a
curricuium that lacked a multicultural emphasi's, discouraged them from doing so. Furthermore,
they fdt that their training program and their schooling did not adequately prepare them to teach
multicultura education. Thislack of knowledge made severd interns believe they could not
teach about other cultures. Commentsincdluding, “I fed | might say something wrong and hurt
some of my students fedings’ and “I do not think | have much knowledge on other culturd
perspectives,” were expressed to show that lack of experience with diverse cultures hindered
theseinterns ability to teach about them.
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Clearly, how the interns talk about what multicultural education ought to be, as opposed
to ways they gpproached teaching from a multicultural perspective, is of Sgnificanceto this
study. The mgority of them fdt they did not do enough in goplying amulticultural perspectivein
their teaching. They, however, recognize the importance of multiculturd educetion, and felt
respongble for providing thisinformation to their students. They expressed regrets about the
lack of multicultura education in their own schooling and felt they did not want their sudentsto
come out as ignorant and uninformed about the world around them. They, therefore, called for a

holistic approach to multiculturd education that recognizes dl cultures dl thetime.

Perceptions about Parental Support in a Culturaly Diverse Classroom

According to these interns, classroom cultura diversty mirrors parents  diversty.
Parents are seen as an important component of children’s learning and a good resource for
cultura information (Banks, 1997). In the diverse learning environments described in this study,
the overdl perceptions of the eight interns was that parents of poor children and those from
minority cultures were not very involved in their children’s learning. However, there were mixed
fedings about the role that parents play in thisinvolvement. These fedlings ranged between
blaming parents for not being supportive enough and complaints that the cooperating teachers
were not doing enough to solicit support from parents.

Karen, Mary and Lindawere of the opinion that the parents of poor and ethnically
diverse children did not care about the educationa welfare of their children. They saw these
parents as dways working, not concerned about education, and not very helpful with their
children’s homework. These three interns felt that culturaly diverse parents dienated themsdves
from the schoal, by not showing up for teacher- parent conferences or school-related activities.

They aso compared their culturdly diverse sudents with their mainsiream students and
concluded that parents from upper-level incomes were more supportive and showed more
concern for their children’s learning. These three interns saw parents as the first educators of
ther children. Culturaly diverse parents were perceived as lacking in this involvement, hence,
lacking in educationa support. Their premise appears to be based on their thinking about what
parental support was like when they were children. These interns came from two- parent homes
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and had parents who were very involved in their learning and seemed to value education highly.
They, therefore, perceived the lack of parental support for their culturaly diverse sudents as a
sgn that parents did not value education, as expressed by Karen. “Y ou hope they care about
their children’s learning, but when they do not show up for conferences, when you send
homework home and kids say no one helped them, you begin to wonder if these parents vaue
education.”

On the other hand, Chrigting, Amy, Doreen, Jessica, and Michelle fdlt that the reason
why parents of poor children and those of ethnic minorities were not involved in the classroom
was due to teachers lack of communication with them. According to these five interns, teachers
did not solicit support from parents, for they fdlt it was extrawork. Teachers were also seen as
having unredigtic expectations for parents. These five interns felt that parents were blamed
unreasonably and yet, they (parents) did not know what teachers expected of them, or how to
support and get involved in ther children’slearning. Amy and Michelle reflected on ther
parents involvement in their own education and commented that their parents had not been very
involved. However, they felt this did not stop their parents from being supportive and
encouraging towards academic achievement, just like dl parents of culturaly diverse learners
do.

In arguing on behdf of culturdly diverse parents, Delpit (1995) argues that parents of
poor children and those from culturaly diverse backgrounds do indeed care about their
children’s education, but lack what she cals the “ culture of power - its codes and rules’ (p. 24).
According to Dl pit, the classroom culture is shaped by the unconscious norms and beliefs
upheld by the mainstream culture. Poor and diverse children and their families, who are not from
the maingream culture, may not be familiar with these norms. These parents may distance
themsalves from the school, creating a communication gap between themsdaves and their
children’s teachers. They may believe that teachers know best, but teachers may perceive this
as the parents not caring about their children’s learning.

The perceptions of these latter five interns support Delpit’ s (1995) notion that a mgority
of culturdly diverse parents do care about their children’slearning and are willing to become
involved if gpproached by teachers. Severd of these interns had worked directly with parents
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and had found them eager to hear about their children’s performance, and eager to help if
gpproached by teachers. This discovery made them believe that parents of culturaly diverse
children want to become involved in their children’s education if approached by teachers.
According to these interns, what seemed to be lacking were positive interactions between
parents and teachers. For parents to become more involved in the classroom, more teacher-
initiated contacts with parents were needed. These interns suggested that in order to develop
parent-teacher relationships, it isimportant for teachers to view parents as partnersin the

learning process of their children. This partnership was seen in many cases as lacking.

Deding with Behaviord Problems

Working in aculturdly diverse classroom is not only about working with a culturaly
diverse group of students and parents, but aso involves dedling with student behaviors. Interns,
aswell as beginning teachers, face the problem of handling inappropriate student behavior,
which Parker (1993) statesis one of the greatest teaching barriers that must be overcome. In
my study, dl the interns expressed initia concerns with classroom management. They worried
that the students might not respect them as teachers due to their age and lack of experience.
They aso worried they would not be able to handle discipline as well as their cooperating
teachers. Severd of these interns stated that behaviord issues were the biggest challenge they
faced throughout their student teaching year.

Behaviora problems were perceived astied to the sudents home lives. The eight
interns felt that children who came from difficult homes, especidly ones, which contained abuse,
were more likely to be behavior problems. According to Chrigting, Jessica, Amy, and Michelle,
dedling with behavior problems meant looking at the more complex issues sudents bring to
class. It dso meant being attuned and listening to the students in order to discover the source of
the problems. The narratives show that the interns who communicated with their sudents found
ways to work beyond the behavior problems.

Even though dl the interns cited discipline as one of the mgor issues when working in
culturaly diverse classrooms, discipline was of particular concern to Jessica, Linda, Mary and

Michelle, the four interns who were working in suburban schools. A look at their narretives

172



revedsthat behavior problems were an everyday issue in their classrooms. An even closer look
a the“problem child” in each of their narratives reveds an African- American student. How they
talk about and dedlt with this “problem child” isa sgnificant portraya of their perceptions of
working with African-American children.

Benson-Hale (1986) suggests that in many instances, White teachers are unable to
discipline Africat American students because they do not connect with them culturdly. The
White teachers find Black students behaving differently from what they know and are used to.
Due to these differences, they experience challenges when it comes to working especidly with
male African- American sudents. In my current study, Linda and Mary expressed the most
difficulties dedling with Africat American students. Linda felt she could not relate to one of her
Africant American mae student’s and believed that cultura differences hindered her ability to
work with him. She expressed lacking in cultural exposure, which she saw as a hindrance to
understanding this student’ s experiences and how to work with him. Mary aso fdt that these
students came with many family problems, which effected on their classroom behaviors.

Delpit (1988b) suggests that African American sudents view authority very differently
than their White peers. Authority, to these students, is talking the way they are used to being
gpoken to at home. Linda did not see hersdf as an authority figure. She fet that her “shy, quite
nature was taken advantage of, particularly by her Africat American students’. Not being able
to see hersdlf asa“forceful person” may explain why she felt unable to establish hersdf asan
authority figure. Because of her negative experience with her African- American student during
the internship, she felt she would not be effective in culturdly diverse classrooms due to the
many behavior problems portrayed by students.

Jessica and Michelle dedt with disciplining their African- American sudents very
differently. According to these two interns, working with African- American mae students meant
coming to their level and relating to them. It dso meant speaking ther language and
understanding their experiences. Michdlle believed that Africant American students understood
and respected authority (Delpit, 1988b) hence, she had to portray herself as an authoritarian. In
dedling with one of her “problem child” she explained that she had had to “ come off her high
horse” and ded with this sudent “the way his mother would ded with him”. This meant
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crossing the culturd barriers. She saw the culturd barriers as being the mainstream culture, or
the classroom culture of power (Delpit, 1995) into which they were both trying to fit in.

Michelle dso felt she was able to relate to what her sudents were going through, having
gone through smilar problems during her early schooling. Michell€ s negative early schooling
experiences had made her more sensitive towards her students' behaviora and learning
problems. Her classroom narretive portrays her passion for working with her “ starfish” whom
everyone had regarded as the most difficult child to work with. Because of how she approached
working with this African- American sudent, she felt she did not experience discipline problems
with him.

Likewise, for Jessica, dedling with her mae African- American student meant being able
to communicate with him, by learning his “lingo”. Jesscafdt that by finding away to
communicate with this African- American student, she was able to understand his behavior
better. Jessica aso explained that she tried to establish hersdf as an authority figure from the
beginning of her full-time teaching placement. To Jessica, being an authority figure meant being
able to “relate to students, understand their experiences, and make them fed safe in school.”
Jesscafelt she was able to work with her African- American student and other students who
had been consdered trouble makers, because she believed that in dealing with problems one
has to “ see more of the student than just the behavior.” Seeing more to people was important to
Jessica. It was alesson she had learned from her parents, to see “ more to people than meets the
eye” In working with her students, she saw beyond the problems to the uniqueness of every
child. Because of her gpproach, she stated that she did not experience significant behavior
problems with her students.

Michelle and Jessica managed their pupils and classrooms by creeting and establishing
authority and respect at the beginning of their full-time teaching placements. They believed that if
they were to work in culturdly diverse dlassrooms where every child comes with varying
learning and behaviord differences, they had to ded with each child individudly, looking for the
sources of any problems. Their gpproach to behaviora problems implies that when teachersfind
ways to communicate with their culturdly diverse students, it becomes possible to move beyond
the culturd differences, culturd and miscommunications and manage disciplinary problems.
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Thus, working effectively with culturdly diverse learnersimplies being able to
communicate and relate to them. Whether it isin teaching or disciplining, the narratives reved
that the internsin this sudy who communicated with their culturadly diverse sudents were more
aware of these students' needs and experiences. For those interns who expressed difficulties
working with culturadly diverse sudents, their narratives reved there was a consstent sense of a
lack of communication. They expressed experiencing difficulties trying to reach out to their
diverse students. They perceived culturaly diverse students through their own cultura lenses and
found culturd differencesimpeding successful work in diverse classrooms.

According to Gay (1995) the incompatibilities that exist between mainstream culture
and diverse cultures results from mainstream teachers perceiving their culturaly diverse sudents
through their own lenses. To work effectively in culturadly diverse classrooms, it isimportant for
teachers to analyze the culturd differences and become conscious of how culture shapes their
own vaues, behaviors, and experiences (Banks & Banks, 1997). This can be done through an
examination of their own life experiences and how these experiences shape their perceptions of

culturaly diverse students.

Interns Experiences with Culturd Diversity in their Homes, Schooling, and College Training

Experiences

To understand how preservice teachers make sense of the diversity they encounter in
the classroom, Banks & Banks (1997); Cannellaand Reiff (1995); and Delpit (1995) among
others suggest an examination these teachers’ life experiences. In my study, life experiencesin
reference to home, schooling, and college training were explored. These life experiences reved
the culturd inferences that interns bring with them to the diverse classroom. It gppears that, how
cultura diversity was addressed at home and in the interns' education & every leve, has
ggnificant influences on how they tak and act in a culturdly diverse classsoom. Thisis consgtent
with studies conducted by Doreen and William (1994) and Rodriquez and Sjostrom (1996)
who found that preservice teachers backgrounds shaped their perspectives of teaching in
culturaly diverse classrooms. They found that the preservice teachers with limited cultura
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exposure expressed difficulties working with culturdly diverse students, as compared to those
who had had prior experiences with culturd diversity.

Likewise, my study reveals that experience with diversity prior to the student teaching
internship effected the eight interns' perceptions of culturdly diverse students. The interns who
reported limited prior experiences with diversity felt chalenged as they learned how to work
with culturadly diverse sudents. They found these sudents to be culturdly different and felt
unfamiliar with their cultura experiences. Furthermore, they found these diverse sudentsto be
unmotivated in learning and lacking in learning exposures. They dso percaived culturdly diverse
parents as uncaring about the education of their children. These interns viewed culturdly diverse
students through their own mainstream histories and experiences. They perceived the cultura
differences to be alimitation rather than aresource. How these interns talk about their culturally
diverse learners implies that, these students could only blame themsalves, their backgrounds,
and their parents for alack of academic success.

In contragt, the interns who reported experience with diverdty prior to the sudent
teaching internship indicated a higher commitment to working with their diverse sudents. They
felt responsible for these students' academic achievement, and saw their cultural experiences as
learning resources. They saw therole of culturaly diverse parentsto be determined by how
teachers communicated with them. Ther narratives disclose that these interns were more
understanding of the experiences of their sudents, and searched for ways to make learning
more accommodating to culturaly diverse learners needs. Instead of blaming them for lack of
academic success, they felt that the schools, the society, and the teachers were failing these
students through a curriculum that did not recognize the learning experiences of diverse sudents.
Their narratives reved that cultura experiences prior to the student teaching internship helped
them recognize and respect culturd differences, cultural opinions, and culturd learning
differences.

To thisend, prior life experiences, as rdated to culturd diversity, played a significant
roleinthe eight interns cultura perceptions. Therefore, it becomes important to explore further
how these eight interns talked about the cultural lessons learned in their homes, their schooling,

and their college experiences.
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Lessons learned from home

For Chrigting, Doreen, and Jessica lessons learned from home during those formative
years positively impacted on their classroom practices. In their culturaly diverse classrooms,
these interns emphasized respect for individua student’ s differences and believed in seeing
something positive in their sudents regardless of the students' culturd, linguistic, economical, or
socid circumstances. “ Seeing students as they are, respecting their efforts to work hard, and
understanding the students learning needs’, were some of the teaching strength’ s portrayed by
these three interns. They attributed their approach to parents who were open-minded and
adamant about respect for cultural, economic, socid, and religious differences.

Asaresult of early struggles with stereotypes and racid issues, negative experiences
with diversity at home impacted on Amy and Michell€ s perceptions of culturdly diverse
students. Because of their own negative experiences with diversity, these two interns devel oped
adeep need to reach out to their students, especialy those students who were going through
difficult home and schooling experiences. What is significant about these two internsiis that one
was European American and the other an African- American. Even though they were from
different racid backgrounds, they had gone through negative racid and culturd struggles during
their formative years. Amy had struggled with family and community racid perceptions about
Black people, while Michelle struggled in school with racia perceptions about being Black in
predominately White schools.

Dueto their racia struggles and poorer socio-economic backgrounds, their narratives
reved strong dedire to be positive influencesin ther culturaly diverse sudents’ lives. However,
their classroom gpproaches reved significant differences. For Amy, teaching in aculturdly
diverse classroom meant using a*“ color-blind” perspective, of seeing “dl” her sudents asthe
same. A color-blind perspective slemmed from her need to bresk loose from what she saw as
her family’s prgudiced view of race. Through using a color-blind perspective, Amy tried to
emphasize socid and educationa equity among her students.

On the other hand, Michelle strove to influence her sudents by emphasizing an
individualized perspective. Through having particular sudents as her “ sarfishes” Michelle
emphasized seeing the individudity of her sudents. She believed that change is possible “one
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child & atime’. Having ateacher in dementary school who had helped her towards academic
success made Michelle gtrive to help other individua students like her to achieve academic
SUCCESS.

Lindaand Karen reported limited exposure to cultura diversity during their formative
years. They stated that diversity was not an issue at home and was rarely discussed. These two
interns hed lived very sheltered lives, away from the culturd world around them. Going into
diverse classrooms, these two interns expressed difficulties relating to their culturaly diverse
learners. They felt guilty about their upbringing and lack of culturd exposure. Karen had
expressed feding guilty about some of the “poor living Stuations’ of her culturdly diverse
gudents. She dso felt burned out from working with children who came to school with
numerous learning chalenges.

Lindaon the other hand believed that cultura differences hindered her ability to work
effectivey with culturdly diverse learners. According to these two interns, it was difficult to
understand their students cultural experiences because they were not exposed to them; they
came from very different cultural backgrounds, and they had not been prepared by their life
experiences to handle culturd differences. Thisfinding is congstent with Martin and Dixon
(1994) who found that limited exposure to other culturd groups posed problems for preservice
teachers, who experienced difficulty in interpersona relations with students from cultures that
they knew little abouit.

L essons learned from schooling

On the other hand, exposure to diversity does not guarantee experiencing it or
understanding it, according to the eight interns in this study. Even though they al mentioned
some agpect of culturd, racid, economic, and linguidtic diversity in their schooling, this diversty
appears to have been apparent only in a superficid sense because students lived in their own
separate, non-diverse entities. They did not have any cross-cultura contacts (Wurzel, 1988)
with each other, which would have hel ped them become more culturdly aware. They
commented that sudentsin their own high/middle school experiences were separated by race,
culture, socio-economic satus, cliques, activities, relationships, and academic abilities. This
separation meant that students stayed close to the group they naturally associated with. The
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interns saw this separation as an impediment to learning about other sudents' cultura
experiences. From the eight interns’ narratives, it appears that exposure to diversity in their
schooling, meant there were those people and we people.

Apart from Christinawho reported learning about other cultures during her schooling,
the rest of the internsrecdled learning very little about other cultures. What little they could
recal learning focused only on African- Americans and the Civil War. They fdt that this culturd
education lacked depth and meaning just like the multicultural education they had taught during
their internship. It was due to this lack of knowledge that they felt unprepared to teach about
other cultures. Due to their perceived lack of culturdl exposurein their schooling, seven of the
interns felt they had not experienced culturd diversty in their schooling. Cultura lessons learned
from schooling were, therefore, very limited.

Lessons learned from college training

For mgority of the internsin my study, college brought about abig diversty changein
ther lives. They saw more Internationd students and African- American students, and
experienced a more diverse range of socio-cultura populations. Severd of them mentioned
teking classes with racidly, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students. However, even though
the interns felt they had seen more diversity in college, they dso found the same separations
aong racid and culturd linesin college as they had in high/middle schools.

The interns commented that even though the university had a diverse student population,
it was barely recognized either through the classes they were taking or other culturd events.
Teacher-training programs that educate about culturd diverdty serve as eye openers for many
interns going into culturally diverse classrooms according to Hall, et d. (1995). In their study,
students reported they found the culturd diversity coursesto be enlightening and helpful causing
them to reflect on themsdlves and their cultura bdliefs. In reflecting about their college
experiences, the eight internsin my study expressed the need for more classes that focused on
diversity issues. They fdt classes such as these would have sensitized them towards the diversity
they encountered in the classroom. Even though they al agreed that the year of field experience
was “the best teacher”, they il felt that classes that taught them about multicultural education
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and how to relate across cultures were needed in preparation for the redlity of culturaly diverse
classrooms.

Ovedl, the eight interns attribute the lack of experience with cultura diverdty in college
as contributing to their limited preparation to deal with classroom diversity. They dso stated that
they did not receive adequate support during ther internship for handling culturd diversity. The
eght interns fdt that it was in college training where their eyes should have been opened to
diversty, how to ded with it, teach it, reflect on it, and confront their own cultura perceptions.
This culturd awareness, according to the eight interns, was absent. Indeed, thislack of cultura
training in college acquired great sgnificance as the interns reflected on thair interests and

abilitiesin working in culturdly diverse environments.
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CHAPTER VII
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Introduction

The focus of this chapter isto discussthe eight interns' overal perceptions about their
one-year student teaching experience in culturadly diverse classes. The chapter dso explores
these interns interest in teaching diverse student populations, and the implications that can be
derived from their experiences. The interns overall perceptions about their one-year of student
teaching gives a better understanding of their preparation and interest in teaching in culturdly
diverse environments. The indghts derived from their experiences with culturd diversity though
not generdizable to the population of al sudent teachers suggest some possible significant
implications for teacher educators and preparation programs.

Inasmilar study conducted on preservice teachers perceptions and preparation to
work in culturaly diverse settings, Wayson (1988) found that fewer than 20% of preservice
teachers completing their teacher education programs indicated a preference for teaching in
settings that euded students of culturaly diverse backgrounds. In my study, dl theinterns
exhibited a preference for working in homogenous environments. They felt they were not
adequately prepared with skills for teaching multicultura populations. Their narratives reved that
limited content based knowledge on diversty, limited cultura preparation, lack of support, and
limited cultural experiencesto draw from, directly impacted on their predisposition towards
working with diverse student populations. These issues are further explored in the discusson

thet follows.

Presarvice Teachars Perceptions: Teaching in Culturaly Diverse Settings

The eight interns indicated they were not yet ready, as beginning teachers, to teach
successfully in culturaly diverse environments. Instead, they indicated a preference to teach
children smilar to themsdves. Even though severd of them fdt they had handled their classroom
cultura diversity very well, they expressed initid concerns of not being able to handle Situations
due to the complexity of teaching in culturdly diverse classrooms. As beginning teachers, they
fdt they il had limited knowledge about culturdly diverse students, their cultures, and their
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lives. According to these interns, working in a culturaly diverse classroom cals for ateacher to
change higher whole way of looking at cultures, looking at life, and looking at teeching. They
surmise that such a change in perspective comes with training, teaching experience, and teaching
maturity. As beginning teachers, they felt they could not handle the pressures of teaching along
with the chdlenges of working with culturdly diverse sudents. Therefore, they preferred to
work in homogenous environments that did not cal for much knowledge about culturd diversity.

Severd of these interns pointed to their home lives and teacher preparation to explain
their lack of preparation to teach culturdly diverse learners. They felt they lacked red life
experiences with diversity because their home lives and educationa backgrounds did not
expose them to culturd diversity. Thisyear of student teaching has confirmed to them that, there
isdill alot to learn about working with culturdly diverse learners. According to these interns,
teaching in diverse environments consequently calls for ateacher to integrate and accommodate
the diversity of students. They indicated that more preparation was needed if they were to work
successfully in fully indusive dassrooms.

The narratives disclose that within this year of experience with cultura diversity, the
interns have drawn strong conclusions about teaching culturaly diverse sudents. They have
come to understand that diverdty in the classroom is more than seeing the color of thelr
students, because there are dso economic, language, socid, physica, family, and learning
differences that need to be taken into consideration when oneis teaching. They have cometo
see that teaching has many dimensions, some of which cdls for taking on different roles, while
maintaining the role of ateacher. For these beginning teachers, the many dimensions of teaching
in culturdly diverse classrooms creates a new experience, one for which they ill fed
unprepared.

Why did these interns indicate alack of teaching preference in culturdly diverse
environments? Y et, severd of them had emerged as successfully able to address classroom
diversity? A closer look at the student teaching experience and teaching preparation may be
able to help answer this question. The student teaching experience was seen as very important in
exposing the interns to classroom diversity. For the first time, the mgority of these interns

received red-life exposures to what classroom diversty redly means. They went through initial
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culture shock, felt culturdly chdlenged, and at the same time found the experience very
enlightening about cultura issues. Unfortunately, they lacked a support structure where they
could learn, sdf-explore, sdlf-discover, and salf-reflect (Davidman, 1995) freely on the cultura
issues they were encountering in their classrooms. Seminars and courses that gave them
opportunities to confront their fears, concerns, and perceptions might have helped them fed
better prepared to handle classroom culturd diversty.

The student teaching year gppears to be very important in forming the interns
perceptions of culturdly diverse students. Without adequate knowledge, preparation, and
support on how to work with these students, the exposure to classroom diversity presents a
gpecid chdlenge and an impediment to choosing to work in diverse settings. Even though
severd of these interns had experienced culturd diversity prior to their sudent teaching, they il
felt that the teacher education program should have prepared them on how to deal with
classroom divergity. They aso felt they lacked support during their internship that would have
helped them ded better with classroom culturd diversity. For mgority of these interns, this
support was needed. For this purpose, they gave severa suggestions for practices they felt need
to be included in the teacher preparation programs.

Implicationsfor Teacher Preparation Programs

Existing Research conducted on preservice teachers portrays that, mgjority of novice
teachers become more willing to work with culturdly diverse sudents after some field exposure
to divergty (Dorene & William, 1994; Tamura, Linda, et d. 1996; Sudzina, 1993). In contrast,
my study reved s that exposure to cultura diversty effected the preservice teachers preference
to teach in diverse sattings. They generdly fdt inexperienced in handling classroom culturd
diversty and indicated that, if given achoice, they would prefer to teach in homogenous schools
that cdl for less sudent diversty.

A dgnificant finding results from Chrigting, Doreen, Michdle, Amy, and Jessica's
perceptions about teaching in culturdly diverse settings. Even though these five interns had over
the student teaching year indicated a growing commitment and understanding of diversity, in the

end, they aso expressed a preference to teach in homogenous schools. On job interviews,
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Doreen explicitly stated she did not want to work in city schools due to the student diversity
typicaly found in such schools, while Jessica, Amy, and Christinamaintained that they needed
more teaching preparation before they could fed ready to work with culturaly diverse sudents.
Even Michelle indicated a preference of teaching in schools that portrayed an African-American
student population. She was concerned that as a Black teacher she would not “fit in” working in
homogeneoudy White schools.

This preference to work in homogenous environments is inconsstent with other sudies
conducted on preservice teachers perceptions and exposure to culturd diversity. Dorene and
Cheng (1990); Hall (1993); Mapp (1997); Sudzina (1993); and, William (1994) have dl
reported in their sudies that the perceptions of preservice teachers changed after someinitia
exposure to classroom diversity. Even though the preservice teachers in their sudies felt
chalenged, the culturd exposure enlightened them, making them more responsive towards
culturdly diverse learners, and in the end, these preservice teachers indicated a growing interest
in teaching in culturaly diverse environments. In my current sudy, the eight interns continued to
portray preference towards working with children who had backgrounds similar to their own,
even after some field exposure to classroom diversity.

One explanation that could be advanced for these particular interns' preference to work
with children who had backgrounds similar to their own was the growing sense of the anxieties
and respongbilities likely to accompany their fird year of independent teaching. These interns
felt that as beginning teachers the chalenges of unsupervised teaching and working in culturaly
diverse classrooms would present specia chalenges, ones which they ill felt unprepared to
handle.

The chdlenges presented by classroom culturd diversity may be explained from their
student teaching experience. According to Delpit (1995) “ student teachers are exposed to
descriptions of failure rather than models of success (p. 177).” Delpit goes on to explain that
student teachers are exposed to school environments that rely on labeling (broken homes, poor
backgrounds, living in trailer parks, group from hell) to explain that culturdly diverse learners
academic achievement isinevitably connected with home backgrounds and socio-economic

status.
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The teaching environments that these interns were exposed to, serve here asagood
example of thislabeling of culturdly diverse sudents. The interns inevitably perceive thislabding
as presenting specid chalenges when working with culturdly diverse sudents. In the end, even
though severa of them became sengitive towards these students' backgrounds and experiences,
their perceptions about the chalenges of working with poor, linguigicdly, and ethnicaly diverse
gtudents remain. Teaching in culturdly diverse environments is perceived as chdlenging because
of the numerous teaching and learning problems presented by the learners.

To help interns move beyond this negative labeling and perceptions of culturaly diverse
students, it then becomes the job of teacher preparation programs to hel p them become aware
that negative culturd perceptions are socidly and culturaly congtructed (Canndlla & Reiff,
1994). This cultura awareness would then help the interns understand that it is possible to work
successfully in culturdly diverse classes. To this end, LadsonBillings (1994) suggedts that
teacher educators at dl levels address severd questions: How can teacher educators encourage
more dialogue about diversity? How can teacher preparation programs best prepare interns to
become culturaly sensitive? How can they encourage interns to bring in their histories and
reflect on these histories? How can they make interns better understand their culturdly diverse
sudents experiences? How can they liberate them from negative and stereotypica perceptions
of culturaly diverse sudents? The interns dso offered severa suggestions they felt would help
others like them fed better prepared for classroom cultura diversity.

Prolonged exposur e to multicultural school settingsis needed throughout the teacher
prepar ation program. These eight interns suggested that long term exposure to public school
settings that portray culturally diverse children should be indluded throughout their K-5™ grade
teacher preparation program. They fdt they had spent too much timein the Early Childhood
Lab school, which did not expose them to the culturd redity of the public schools. They saw the
lab school asa“very ided setting” hence “very different from the public school setting which
they were expected to teach in.” For this purpose, they suggested that more field experiencesin
culturaly diverse settings be included throughout the preparation program.

Banks (1994) and Dorene and William (1994) aso recommend multicultura school
settings be included as part of field experiences for the preservice teachers. Multicultural settings
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serve as eye openers for many preservice teachers who may not have had this culturd exposure
before (Banks, 1994). Multicultura field experiences give preservice teachers a different
perspective from what they know and are used to. According to Gollnick and Chinn (1990)
“long term cultura experiences are probably the most effective means for overcoming fear and
misconceptions about cultura groups
(p. 30).” These cultura experiences serve not only as eye openers for the preservice teachers,
but may aso help change their culturd perceptions (Banks, 1994). The long term exposure to
multicultural school settings may aso help the presarvice teachers to learn about the cultura
backgrounds of their students, in order to provide their students with effective ingtruction. It
therefore isimperative that preservice teachers be exposed to these multicultural school settings
throughout their K-5" grade teacher preparation program.
Seminars and cour sesthat explore classroom cultural diversity issues should be
included in the teacher preparation program. Giving increased atention to cultura
awareness through seminars, case studies, videos, presentations, open discussions and classes
that exploreissues of prejudice, poverty, linguistic and didecticd differences, and cultura
misunderstandings are needed to increase the preservice teachers understanding of diversity.
These exposures could serve as a means for the preservice teachers to explore their own fears
and others culturd perceptions in a non-threatening manner. Such seminars can ether be
multicultura- representing people from various cultural backgrounds, or preservice teacher
seminars- that give them opportunities to saif reflect and saf explore (Davidman 1995) among
themsalves about their student teaching experiences. Such seminars would hopefully give the
preservice teachers awider lens that reflects various opinions and perspectives of differert
people.

Classes and courses that explore different cultural perspectives are helpful in developing
ways to “examine our world and our lived experiences (Mosher and Sig, 1993, p. 28).”
According to these two authors, classes that develop a sound knowledge base understanding of
other culturesincreases the likelihood that preservice teachers will accept and respect people
who are different. How these classes are presented and taught has adverse effect on the

preservice teachers cultura perceptions and attitudes. It is therefore important to carefully
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present cultura information and materias in non-biased and redlistic ways (Harrington &
Hathaway, 1995).

I ncor por ate mor e multicultural teaching strategies. To be successful in helping culturadly
diverse students attain academic excellence the interns indicated a need to learn content that
would be gpplicable in culturaly diverse environments. Ladson-Billings (1994); Banks and
Banks (1997); and, Delpit (1988b) support culturaly relevant teaching strategies such as use of
cooperdive learning, individudized ingruction, open classroom discussions, hands on
experiences, and culturally senstive assessment tools. They see these practices as some of the
teaching and learning strategies that need to be incorporated in a culturaly diverse classroom.
Preservice teachers need to become aware of the various Strategies that are applicablein a
culturaly diverse dlassroom and that are effective with al learners.

Theinternsin my study aso felt there was a need for more skills that would incresse
preservice teachers intercultural competence in teaching English as Second Language,
multiculturd educeation, and children with varying learning differences, abilities, and experiences.
Included in this areais an increased attention on how to dedl with diverse culturd behaviors, and
how to work effectivey with linguisticaly diverse and African- American students.

Teacher education programs should be willing to adapt to ongoing diver sity changesin
the schools. The changing classroom demographics create a critical need for preservice
teachers to be skilled in educating children from Gay and Lesbian parents, bi-racid families,
foster homes, teenage parents, drug addicted parents, linguisticaly and racidly diverse
populations and poor families. Through faculty diversity seminars and multicultura workshops,
the teacher educators would become up-to-date with the changing face of the American
classroom. In return, the teacher educators would be able to address these ongoing classroom
changes with their preservice teachers, and prepare these beginning teachers on how to address
diverdty in ways that would be enriching for both them and the culturdly diverse learners.

Preservice teachers a so need to see their teacher educators as role models who vaue
and accept diverdty (Colville & MacDondd, 1995). The teacher educators beliefs and values
about multiculturaliam are reflected through their thoughts and actions, which in return influence

the thoughts and actions of preservice teachers. Therefore how teacher educators address
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culturd diversty should reflect their knowledge, tolerance, and real concerns with
multiculturalism.
I ncrease collabor ations between the univer sity and the schools. The interns pointed to the
dichotomous relationship between the university and the schools and they fdlt the two were very
disconnected. They expressed frustrations about what they had learned in their preparation
programs on one hand, versus what the classroom teachers taught them. They gave examples of
working with children who portrayed behaviora and learning problems, and stated thet, the
teaching and learning strategies learned in their teacher preparation courses differed from the
drategies used in the classrooms. They fdt that the “idedism” of the preparation program
differed from the “redlities’ within a culturdly diverse classoom. The interns suggested that,
increased collaboration between teacher educators and classroom teachers would help prepare
them (interns) in accordance with the teaching and learning redlities of the public school settings.
Teacher educator s should encour age a supportive and infor mative environment.
Hand-in-hand with their recommendations, the interns expressed the need to encourage
a supportive learning environment. Interns should be seen as students, learning not only how to
teach but dso how to teach in culturdly diverse environments. For the mgority of the interns
interviewed for this study, working in culturaly diverse classes was a new experience for them.
They, therefore, felt they were in need of support and encouragement from their mentors,
supervisors, and cooperating teachers as they learned how to work in culturaly diverse settings.
The univer sty should encourage and support cultural diversity, cultural awar eness,
and cultural appreciation. Fndly, to facilitate and incorporate diversity and multiculturd
awareness, the universty should make diversity a priority through infusion of amulticulturd
perspective into each discipline. Through creetion of platformsfor discussions among the
members of the university community, elementary school administrators, and classroom
teachers, astrong cultural awareness program for preservice teachers would emerge.
Furthermore, the university should provide resources and support for cultura diversity by
encouraging acommunity of scholars who promote and encourage the discussion and
engagement of diversity issues among and between the students, faculty, and the university

community.
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These recommendations suggest serious attention needs to be given to preparing
preservice teachers to develop better ways of perceiving, behaving, and responding to diversity.
There is no one approach that will prepare preservice teachers to meet the needs of dl students.
However, even though teacher education programs cannot fully prepare preservice teachers for
the variety of diverse settings they will encounter, these programs should provide them with
generd and basic understanding of diversity, through redesigning curricula and ingructiond
practices to reflect culturaly responsive concepts. Understanding culturd differencesis alife-
long process. Teacher educators therefore must continuously seek for opportunities and ways
that will help the preservice teachers to become more effective teachers of culturaly diverse

learners.

Suggestions for Future Possibilities

From the findings of the study, severd issues emerged and offer suggestions for further research.

To effectively prepare preservice teachers for an increasingly diverse student
population, more research on cultura perceptions is needed. One important issue that was not
explored in this study isthe role that cooperating teachers, the university supervisors, mentors,
and other teachers played in the interns perceptions of culturdly diverse sudents. Thisissue
warrants further research. Also research about working in economicaly diverse settingsis
needed. Studies conducted about culturd diversity issues center on the Race and Ethnicity of
students. Thereis limited research on poor White children. This study shows that socio-
€economic issues are becoming amagjor concern with the rural and suburban teachers. More
research is therefore needed in this area

Since more and more communities are becoming culturdly diverse, mot of theinternsin
this study are expected to teach in such settings. My study shows that whether itisarura or a
suburban community, culturd divergty is becoming an important issue for al communities. How
will future interns handle diversity’? How will teacher preparation programs address cultura
diversty? Will future interns fed better prepared for diversity than the eight interviewed for this
study? Also, longitudina studies exploring the changes of perceptions among these eight interns
would help understand better how cultura perceptions change overtime.
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Life histories offer the potentid for understanding how past experiences contribute to
culturd perceptions. Studies that explicitly explore what preservice teachers bring with them
from their lived experiences would benefit teacher educators who would understand better the
cultural experiences and perceptions of interns, prior to the student teaching placements. Interns
like Karen, Mary, and Linda who expressed the mogt difficulties teaching culturdly diverse
students would probably have felt differently had their cultural experiences prior to the internship
been explored and information about diversity been offered through their teacher preparation
classes and seminars.

Findly, more research that relates success stories of working with culturdly diverse
studentsis needed. Interns like Chrigtina, and Jessica and the narretives of Amy, Michelle, and
Doreen reved an emerging understanding of culturd diversty. It is critical to hear the voices of
these preservice teachers who work successfully with culturaly diverse children because their
experiences would empower others as they learn how to work in diverse settings. It isalso
important to explore ways thet would encourage these preservice teachers to work in culturaly

diverse environments.

Closing Thoughts

This study explored eight interns' perceptions of culturaly diverse sudents. How they
perceive these students was explored and drawn from their classroom narratives and persond
experiences with diversity. Life history asit relates to experiences with diversity gppeared to be
aggnificant influence in shaping the interns culturd perceptions. Teaching preparation in college
largely contributed to these interns' perceptions of their readiness to teach in culturaly diverse
environments. Even though five of these interns portrayed a growing interest, commitment, and
undergtanding of diversity throughout their teeching internship, in the end they dl perceived
teaching culturaly diverse sudents as presenting specid chalenges and felt they were not
adequately prepared to address classroom diversity. For this reason, the eight interns indicated
a preference for working with children from backgrounds similar to their own.

As beginning teachers, the preference to work in homogenous school settings may have

been caused by the fears, concerns, and negative perceptions of the unknown, which in this

190



case centered on racid, linguigtic, culturd, and economic makeup of diverse classrooms.
Culturdly diverse classrooms were seen as presenting specia chdlenges that the eight interns
felt unprepared to handle. Thisfear of the unknown was summed up by one of the participants:
My favorite saying is from William Faulkner who said, “We fear what we do not
understand.” | wasin fear of thisyear because | did not understand everything it was
about. | did not know | would love teaching so much or that | would lie awake in tears
because of the pain | saw inflicted onthese kids. | know that selfishness has to become
seflessnessin order to become agood teacher. | am till seeking answersto alot of
questionsin my mind. Why? Why? Why? | dways want to know why. Do | stand a
chance of making agood teacher? (Weekly reflection Dec. 12™).
Thisintern and the saven othersin this study do not stand aone in their fears, hopes, dreams,
and teaching challenges. Studies after studies that are directed towards preservice teachers
(Dorene & William, 1994; Hall, et. d 1995; Mapp, 1997; and, Sudzina, 1993) show that the
magority of preservice teachers go into teaching because they love children and love teaching.
However, presarvice teaching experience isa crucia and chalenging time for many interns and
ingpires many fears and concerns. Thisis even more so for interns teaching in culturaly different
and unfamiliar settings. This study contributes to the urgency of the need to prepare dl
preservice teechers for the culturd diversity they will encounter within the public school
classrooms.
In closing, | am once again reminded of my otherness and of my experiencesasa
culturdly diverse child out in the school who is saying:
In order for you to know me, you need to know my world. To know me, isto know my
experiences, my culture, my vaues, and my beliefs. To know me, isto understand my
history, and my background. Take me, as| am. Do not want to change me. Accept me,
with my faults, my experiences, and my limitations. Meassure me as| am, not asyou
would wish for meto be.
Dewey (1859-1952) expressed along time ago that to attend to the individua, to do so truly

and with understanding is to become aware of where they come from. For preservice teachers
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to understand their culturdly diverse learners and be able to attend to them, they need to
become aware of the different experiences of culturdly diverse learners.

Preparation for cultura diversty can be achieved in many ways. Through preparation
programs that offer the necessary cultural content; support, and culturd preparation; through
research that explores preservice teachers prior experiences with diversity; through research
that presents success stories of preservice teachers working with diverse children; and, through
community partnerships between schoals, universties, teachers, parents and children.

By articulating programs that enable interns to develop the skills necessary towork in
culturdly diverse settings, these teachers-to-be will fed more empowered with multiple ways of
perceiving, behaving, and believing in essence, helping them fed better prepared to address the

classroom culturd diversty.
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APPENDIX A

VIRGINIA POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE AND STATE UNIVERSTY

Informed Consent for Preservice Teachers

Title of Dissertation: Exploring Preservice Teachers Perceptions of Classroom
Culturd Diversty.

Investigator : Rose Kimani., Doctora candidate, Dept. of Teaching and Learning

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. R. T. Graham., Dept. of Teaching and Learning

Purpose:
The god of this exploratory study is to provide a broader understanding of your one-year

student teaching experience. | will further seek to understand what classroom culturd diversity
has come to mean to you this year. Using alife history gpproach | will explore how your past
and present, persona and professiona lived experiences influence and shape your identity asa

teacher, teaching in a diverse stting.

Procedures:

Participation in this sudy is voluntary. There will be between one to three mgor interviews
within a period of saven weeks Each interview will last about 90 minutes. | will conduct the
interviews between March 1999, and May 1999. Theinterviews will involve talking about your
one year dudent teaching experience, your experience of working with culturaly diverse
sudents, your life history, and your growth as an educator. All interview will be conducted at

your own convenience.

Risks:
No mgjor risks are foreseen from your participation. Y ou are free to choose not to answer any

questions that | might ask without any penalty.



Benefits:

Direct benefits cannot be assured by from participation in the sudy. However, the study will be
another step towards filling the gap in understanding the dynamic process of student teaching
experiences, especidly asthisreate to teaching in diverse settings.

Confidentiality and Anonymity:

To ensure confidentidity, pseudonyms will be used. | will assgn you any name of your choice.
Also other names will be used for the schools and any other identifying information. Tapes used
in the study and any other identifying documents will be destroyed after the data andlysis. You
will have the opportunity to review al the information used about you in the study.

Compensation:

Thereis no compensation for your participation in the study.

Withdrawing from the sudy:

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You can withdraw at any time without pendty. To
withdraw please contact me directly on the phone number or e mail address provided below.
Y ou can aso withdraw by contacting my advisor Dr. Richard Graham at the phone number and

e-mail address provided below.
By sgning below, you indicate that you have read and understood al the information provided

for this project, that any questions or doubts have been answered, and that your participation is
voluntary.

| have read the information and agree to participate. | can withdraw anytime without penalty.

Signature date



APPENDIX B:

Preservice Teacher Interview Guide Part |

Purpose: To gain asense of preservice teachers

Experience of working with diverse sudents
Their undergtanding of classroom cultura diversity
The meaning of the student teaching experience

Aswe wak through your student teaching journey, | am interested in learning how you ded with

diversty in your classroom. In your response to the following questions, please provide in as

much details as you can about your classroom experiences with diversity.

Classr oom experiences

© N o o M w DN PP

Tel me how you decided to become an early childhood education teacher.

Tdl me the grade levels you teach.

Describe the culturd diversity within your classroom.

How was your initid experience as a sudent teacher?

What are some of the teaching strategies you usein your classroom?

How do you go about dedling with the individua learning difference among your sudents?
How do you incorporate the culturd traditions of the different groups in your lesson plans?
Would you say teaching is difficulty? Have you had an occason during your student
teaching year when you had to ded with ateaching problem?

Have you had an occason during your student teaching when you had to ded with a

behaviord problem?

10. How would you describe your relationship with your students?



Support Services

1.

4,

What kind of support does your school provide you with working in a culturdly diverse
sHtting?

Have you had an occasion when you met with a parent to discuss the learning of a particular
student? How was this experience?

Have you had an occasion when you engaged a parent of child from a different culture in
learning about their culture?

How does your school address culturd diversty?

Teacher |dentity

1.

| would imagine that from your teaching experience you recognize your strengths and your
weaknesses. How would you describe yoursalf?

Tl mewhat you like most about teaching? What are the rewards for you?

Although you have been in this classroom for a short time, what have you learnt about the
children you teach, snce you started teaching that' s different from what you thought?

Do you think your ideas about teaching are different from other educators around you?
How s0?

Overdl, how would you describe your student teaching experience?

Where do you imagine you' Il be teaching one year from now?



APPENDIX C

Preservice Teacher Interview Guidepart |1

Purpose of the interview: To gather information on:

Educationa background
Family Background

Educational background

1.

4.
S.

Where did you do your eementary, middle school and high school education? Tell me
about the diverdty of the community that your schools were located. How was diversity
addressed in your school? What images come to mind of your teachers? Do you recal
experiencing culturd diversity a that time? How did you experience it?

Describe some of the courses you' ve taken for teacher preparation. Do you fed what you
were taught was relevant to you and the children you are teeching?

Do you fed your college experiences prepared you to work in a culturdly diverse setting?
How s0?

How was culturd diversity addresses in your teacher education program?

What would have made your teacher training experience better?

Family Backaground

1.

In what year were you born?

2. Téel me about the divergty of the community where you were born and raised.
3. What occupations do your parents engage in?

4.
5

How is diversty addressed in your home?

. If you were to describe yoursdlf in terms of ethnic background or cultura orientation, how

would you do s0?

If you were to think of a person or persons who has influenced you into becoming who you
are today, who would these people be?

Do you think it is important to be concerned about your students especidly your diverse
students? Why s0?
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