'SECTION SIXTEEN
P

Manage Diversity
in Your Classroom

In this section, you will learn

¢ How to work successfully with gifted students

¢ How to work well with special needs students

¢ How to help students who are capable but who are underachieving
¢ How to work with at-risk students and students living in poverty

¢ How to celebrate the cultural differences in your classroom

hen you decided to become a teacher, you may have made your decision based on
Wyour love of a particular discipline or you may have chosen education because of

an inspiring role model in your past. Although many teachers give these as reasons
why they were first attracted to a career in education, most teachers remain in the profes-
sion because they enjoy being with their students.

You can expect your class to include an intricate mixture of students with different abil-
ity levels, ethnic backgrounds, family situations, maturity levels, and school experiences.
You can also expect that while these differences can create a rich experience for all of your
students, they can also present many challenges throughout the year.

Although teachers may often wish for a class of motivated youngsters who are capable
of behaving well all the time, experienced teachers know that the challenging students are

most fascinating to teach because their successes are the most satisfying.

387
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When you look at your class roster, remind your-
We all have a gift! Let those self that every one of your students deserves the best
instruction you can deliver every day. When you take
this attitude, you will be the kind of teacher that your
something in a special way. students need you to be.

In this section, you will explore several types of
students that you may be fortunate enough to have
in your class. Use the suggestions and strategies for
each type to help students reach their full potential
while under your tutelage.

gifts shine. Everyone can do

—Sandra Councill,
23 years’ experience

Gifted Students

Gifted students are usually fun as well as difficult to teach. When a lesson
interests a gifted child, he or she will take the lesson far beyond the boundaries of the
material. Gifted students are also a challenge to teach. They are impatient with topics they
don’t perceive as interesting, and they can be especially impatient with teachers and peers
whom they perceive to be less than capable. To learn more about teaching gifted students,
consult some of the many books and Web sites that other teachers have found valuable:

e Carol Ann Tomlinson (www.caroltomlinson.com). A noted authority in the field
of gifted education, Tomlinson has written several practical and helpful books for
teachers. In particular, her book The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of
All Learners, published by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Develop-
ment in 1999, contains useful information for all teachers of gifted students.

e National Association for Gifted Children (http://www.nagc.org). At this site,
you will find excellent resources for educators: links to Web sites with advice for those
who teach students with high potential, research articles, and helpful information
about teaching gifted children.

e TeachersFirst (www.teachersfirst.com/gifted/spot.html). This site offers read-
ing lists, strategies for teachers, links to other Web sites, book lists for students, and
information on how to modify instruction to appeal to multiple intelligences.

When you have gifted students in your class, you will need to modify the content of the
material or modify the learning process to meet their needs. Use or adapt the following
guidelines for modifying the content and process of your instruction to accommodate the
needs of your gifted students.

MODIFYING LEARNING PROCESSES FOR GIFTED STUDENTS

» Many gifted students do well with project-based instruction. When you assign a proj-
ect to gifted students, give a reasonably loose structure and then allow them to take
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the project as far as they need to. (See Section Eleven for more information on help-
ing students with projects.)

> Gifted students are self-directed learners. Take this characteristic into consideration
when you modify the process of learning, allowing students to have a strong voice
in how they will accomplish their goals.

» Set arapid pace for instruction. Gifted students quickly grow bored with the slower
pace of undifferentiated instruction.

» Focus on higher-level thinking skills throughout a unit of study; gifted students
quickly master the recall and comprehension levels.

> Be as flexible as you can in the nature of the work you assign gifted students.

» Use technology as often as you can. Your gifted students are likely to become profi-
cient at accessing resources on the Internet with just a bit of guidance from you.

> Allow gifted students to work together. They benefit from being able to bounce ideas
off each other.

Modifying Lesson Content to Challenge Gifted Students

> Focus on the broad concepts in a unit of study. Gifted students will quickly grasp the
details of an assignment.

» Provide content that will not only challenge gifted students to learn but appeal to their
particular interests. For example, if one of your students is interested in a sport, capi-
talize on this in teaching mathematics, physics, history, or other lessons.

» When you work with gifted students, use information from a variety of sources and ask
students to synthesize the information. For a gifted child, a textbook is only a jumping-
off point from which to begin exploring a topic.

» Encourage student input in the selection of material. You may have a general unit of
study, but allow students to study the details that most interest them. For example, you
may teach a general unit on space first and then have each student work on a particular
aspect of space, such as planets, asteroids, or comets.

» Don't ask gifted students to just solve problems; have them use real-life situations to
formulate their own problems. For example, you could ask students to anticipate and
solve the problems that they would experience if they were to create a new city or to
solve a current problem in their own neighborhood.

> Focus on depth of content rather than more content. For example, reading three excel-
lent books on a topic of study is better than asking students to read five books of lesser
quality.

» Plan to move instruction out of the classroom whenever possible in order to study mate-
rial firsthand. Enrich lessons with trips to museums and other appropriate points of
interest.
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TEACHING GIFTED STUDENTS IN A GROUP OF
STUDENTS WITH MIXED ABILITIES

» Although allowing gifted students to serve as peer tutors is acceptable, be careful not
to overuse this technique. It reinforces what they already know, but it doesn’t pro-
vide enrichment of their own skills in the subject they are tutoring.

» When working in groups, place gifted students with other high-achieving students
as well as with less able students.

» Provide a modified assignment as often as you can.

» Work closely with the parents of gifted students so that you can fulfill each child’s
needs and reduce their frustrations when lessons don’t appeal to their abilities or
learning styles. Parents or guardians often are excellent and knowledgeable advo-
cates for their gifted children.

The teacher may provide more scaffolding or prompts for special needs students: a spe-
cific list of resources or Web sites, a visual (for example, a teacher-made story board),
or examples of past student projects that could be used as a template or guide. For
gifted students, you may let them use their talents to do the assigned task through any
method they feel would meet the objective.

—Stephanie Mahoney, 29 years’ experience

Special Needs Students

Special needs is a very broad term that encompasses a wide range of disabilities or conditions.
Special needs students will be the treasures of your first year as a teacher when you learn to
work with them successfully.

In years past, most teachers did not see students with special needs in their classes. Special
needs students were segregated in special classrooms or centers, where they had little contact
with the general school population. This practice ended with the passage of Public Law 94-142,
which mandated that children be educated in the “least restrictive environment”—that is,
that children with special needs be mainstreamed to the greatest possible extent. Because of
this law, students who have special needs are now frequently part of ordinary school life.

The Internet provides a great deal of information about students with special needs. To
learn more about this topic, try these Web sites:

e LD OnLine (www.ldonline.org). This site advertises itself as the world’s largest
Web site for students with learning disabilities and attention disorders. It offers
advice on motivation, an excellent glossary of educational terms, many practical
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strategies, information about social skills for students with learning disabilities, and
an online forum.

e Council for Exceptional Children (www.cec.sped.org). This site is the “voice and
vision of special education.” It offers current information on trends, online courses,
information about national and local policies, guidelines for various types of excep-
tionalities, and an excellent overview of the field.

® Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA) (www.ldaamerica.org). In
existence since 1963, LDA offers current strategies for handling practical concerns
such as homework policies and test accommodations. Their site is supportive as well
as informative for teachers who have students with specific learning disabilities.

You can expect to have many types of special needs students in your class, from students
who need only a slight accommodation to help them learn to students with severe disabil-
ities. How successfully you handle this challenge will depend on your attitude. Along with
having a positive attitude, the following general strategies can guide you as you teach your
students with special needs:

> Accept your students’ limitations and help them overcome them. Although some
teachers think students with disabilities that are not as obvious as others just need
to try harder, trying very hard is not enough to create success for many of these stu-
dents. Students who do not understand the work or who need extra help will not be
successful, no matter how much effort they put forth.

» Be proactive in dealing with special needs students. Make sure you understand
their specific disabilities and the required accommodations.

> Give your best when teaching special needs students. They deserve your best
effort. When you take this view, you will be in a good position to help them. Expect
to work closely with the special education teachers assigned to help you modify your
instruction to meet the needs of every learner in your class.

> Accept responsibility for your students’
success. Don’t anticipate extensive additional

training on how to help your students with . .
special needs. Continue to educate yourself TeaChmg special needs

about how to work well with your special students is so rewarding
needs students by reading professional litera-
ture, researching relevant Web sites, attending
workshops, and observing special education needed and important to
teachers as they teach.

and worthwhile. | feel so

my students. It's a wonder-
> Be sensitive to the needs of each student,

. ful feeling.
and anticipate them whenever you can. For 8
example, be sure to seat students with special —Paige Adcock,
needs where they can see and hear you without 10 years’ experience

distractions.
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» Use the resources available to you. Study students’ permanent records in order to
understand the instructional strategies that have worked well in past school years.
As soon as possible, contact the special education teacher who is working with the
students in your class so that you can learn the specific strategies that will help them
learn successfully. Some of the other adults who can help you learn about your stu-
dents are parents, the school nurse, counselors, and previous teachers.

» Talk with each special needs student about his or her concerns. Make it easy for
your special needs students to communicate with you. Even young children can tell
you when they learn best and what activities help them master the material.

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES FOR
SPECIAL NEEDS STUDENTS

Following are some helpful ideas for teaching special needs students. Because students’ needs
vary, not all of the ideas will be appropriate for every one of your special needs students.

» Limit the materials you ask special needs students to manage at any given O
time. They should only have the materials necessary for the successful
completion of a lesson on their desk.

» Limit the number of practice items. For example, instead of fifteen drill
sentences, ask special needs students to complete ten.

» Consider each special needs student’s preferred learning style when you
create assignments. When you can, modify the assignment to better fit
their needs. If you can provide alternative materials, do so.

> Be sure to provide prompt feedback when a special needs student com-
pletes an assignment.

» Limit the amount of written work that you assign to special needs students.

» Offer a variety of activities. Change the pace several times in each class so that stu-
dents will find it easy to stay on task.

» Structure your classroom routines so that students can predict what they are
expected to do. Go over the daily objectives at the start of the class, and offer stu-
dents a checklist to keep them on task all day.

> Be generous with your praise when your special needs students do something well.

> Give very clear directions. Ask special needs students to restate what you want them
to do. On written work, use bold type or other eye-catching design elements to dis-
tinguish the directions from the rest of the text.

» Offer collaborative learning opportunities whenever you can. Working with other
students reinforces learning, gives special needs students an opportunity to interact
in a positive way with classmates, and often builds their confidence as learners.

» Help your students with special needs understand their progress. Set small achiev-
able goals, and celebrate together when students reach them.
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COLLABORATING WITH SPECIAL
EDUCATION TEACHERS

When special needs students began to be included in all classrooms, special education teach-
ers and general education teachers formed teams to help students who required special
accommodations. The unique features of this type of collaboration are that, frequently, both
teachers are present in the classroom at the same time and they take joint responsibility for
the education of all students in their class.

These collaborative teams of teachers face an important challenge: how to share the
duties of the class so that they have common goals for delivering instruction, assessing
progress, and managing behavior. Successful collaboration is likely if team teachers see
themselves as equal partners who are actively engaged in all parts of the teaching process.

The general education teacher’s responsibilities usually include the following:

e Creating activities to teach the content
e Finding and adapting resource material for all students
e Delivering effective instruction

® Meeting the curriculum requirements of all students

The special education teacher’s responsibilities usually include these:

e Adapting material to meet the needs of special needs students
e Adapting activities to match the learning styles of special needs students
e Modifying assessments

® Meeting the curriculum requirements of special needs students

What makes it possible for two teachers with different educational backgrounds to work
together in a successful collaboration? The primary requirement for a positive working rela-
tionship is a commitment on the part of both teachers to work together for the common
good of their students. Both teachers should also agree to

e Plan lessons together

Follow the same classroom management procedures
e Discuss controversial class events in civil tones and in privacy
e Assume equal responsibility for what happens in class

Present a united front to students

Share resource materials

Schedule time to work together on a regular basis
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WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH PARA-EDUCATORS

Para-educators are professionals who assist special education teachers and general educa-
tion teachers by working directly with students. Para-educators are often the people with
whom special needs students have the closest contact.

Para-educators can assume a variety of tasks in the classroom, depending on the needs of
their students. As part of an inclusion team or as teaching assistants in your classroom, the
para-educators you work with will be able to help you and your students.

To learn more about how to work well with a para-educator, search the Web site of the
National Resource Center for Paraprofessionals (www.nrcpara.org). Here you will find mate-
rials, information about the roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals, and parapro-
fessional discussion boards.

Tips for Teaming with Para-Educators

The following tips will help you work effectively with para-educators.

» Include para-educators in meetings with parents and administrators about stu-
dents. Para-educators can often offer valuable insights about the students they
work with.

» Once you determine the strengths and special skills of the para-educators you work
with, tap into those skills to help your students. For example, if you have a para-
educator who reads aloud in an engaging way, encourage him or her to read to
students.

> You and the para-educator should decide together what the para-educator’s role
should be in various aspects of class. Plan specifically what duties and responsi-
bilities you are both comfortable with, and remain flexible as the term progresses.

> Anticipate and clarify issues that might cause problems. For example, what kinds
of interventions should the para-educator undertake if students are misbehaving?

» Unless a para-educator is also a certified teacher, do not leave him or her in charge
of your class while you are absent from the room. The law requires that a certified
person supervise students.

» Maintain open lines of communication by scheduling a regular time to discuss any
problems or concerns that may arise.

Students with Attention Disorders

Students with attention deficit disorder (ADD) or attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(AD/HD) usually require intervention from supportive adults in order to be academically
successful.
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If you are not a special education teacher, a special education teacher will probably talk
to you at the beginning of the term about your students with attention disorders. That
teacher will suggest appropriate accommodations and will review the student’s Individual-
ized Education Plan or Section 504 form with you.

To learn more about how you can help students with attention disorders, search the
Internet, beginning with the Web site of the Attention Deficit Disorder Association
(www.add.org). This site offers many practical tips, links to other sites, articles on a variety
of issues pertaining to attention disorders, and information on legal issues of concern to
students with attention deficit disorders.

Here are some general guidelines to assist you in teaching students with ADD or
AD/HD:

» Enlist support from other professionals and from the parents and guardians of ADD
and AD/HD students. These people will be an excellent source of support and advice
as you work together to assist students.

» ADD and AD/HD students do not always have effective school-related skills such as
note taking or following directions. Take time to show them how to accomplish
some of the tasks that other students find easy to do.

» Clearly define classroom procedures for ADD and AD/HD students, to help them
stay on task. They will benefit from seeing as well as hearing directions and other

information.
» Monitor unobtrusively by placing students with attention disorders near you. @ 4
. . ®
You should also seat them with their backs to other students so that they .

will be less easily distracted. Other distractions to consider are doors,
windows, computer screens, pencil sharpeners, and high-traffic areas.

» Provide ADD and AD/HD students with extra assistance during tran- .

. . . . . . L]
sition times; it is not always easy for them to adjust to a change.

» When you give directions, be sure to give them one step at a time. Because ADD
and AD/HD students tend to be easily overwhelmed by large tasks and need guid-
ance in planning how to accomplish their work, you should help students under-
stand that each task is a sequence of smaller steps.

» Photocopy parts of a text that students may find particularly difficult, then high-
light key parts. Using this example, show your ADD and AD/HD students how they
can do the same thing themselves to help them focus on important information in
the text.

» ADD and AD/HD students usually do well when they can listen to an audiotape of
a text as they read the selection; the soundtrack helps keep them focused on the text.
Contact the publisher of your textbook, a special education teacher in your build-
ing, or your state’s textbook adoption committee for copies of tapes.

» ADD and AD/HD students often benefit from using a computer; it enables them to
work quickly and competently and removes much of the tedium they associate with
written work, making it easier for them to stay on task.
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> Peer tutoring is often very helpful for ADD and AD/HD students, allowing them to
reinforce skills and to share advice about study skills.

> Review frequently so that students with attention disorders have the basic skills and
facts mastered before you move on to the next topic.

In the 1960s, a student was placed in my general mechanics class because he could not
read. I asked him what he liked to do. He said he liked to mess with motors. He had
taken his diesel tractor motor out and put it in an old pickup truck. This is what he
drove to school. In the spring, the motor went back in the tractor for spring plowing.
Other teachers had told me this boy was dumb.

—Edward Gardner, 36 years’ experience

Students with 504 Plans

A 504 plan is a legally binding document that protects students who have a documented
physical or mental disability that limits their ability to learn. Students with 504 Plans are
students whose disabilities do not need to be addressed by a teacher specifically trained to
teach special education students. Instead, 504 Plan students have needs that can be
addressed with modifications by a general education teacher.

Disabilities that a 504 Plan student might have include ADD or AD/HD, chronic illness,
anger management problems, impaired vision or hearing, obesity, or being confined to a wheel-
chair. While these students do not qualify for special education programs, their 504 Plans spell
out special accommodations they must receive. The accommodations in a 504 Plan may
include extra time on assignments, a special set of textbooks, services such as special trans-
portation, or classrooms that are wheelchair accessible. The most frequent 504 Plan accom-
modations are those that modify regular education instruction to meet the needs of the
protected student.

To find out more about how you can help students with 504 Plans, begin your Internet
search with the Web site of the U.S. Department of Education (www.ed.gov). At the home
page of this site, use “504” as a keyword to search for more information. At the time of pub-
lication, many articles about 504 Plans were available.

When the school term begins, you will receive copies of the 504 Plans for your students.
You will also meet with the 504 Plan administrator for your school to discuss each plan and
what your specific responsibilities are.

Although each 504 Plan is unique because it is tailored to the needs of the child it pro-
tects, typical accommodations that you might see include these:
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e Preferential seating

e Extended time on assignments

e Extra books or materials

e Reduced amount of practice

e Frequent parental contacts

e Early parental notification when problems arise
e Written copies of notes that you present orally

e Assistance with organizational skills

You must follow the 504 Plan exactly. 504 Plans are different from other school docu-
ments in that if you fail to follow them, the parents or guardians of the child have the right
to sue not just the school district but the classroom teacher as well. Even if you are person-
ally uncomfortable with an accommodation, you must make that accommodation.

I really believe that kids want to do well in school. No one spends seven hours a day
motivated for failure. Teachers have to meet kids where they are educationally. Just
because a student is in ninth grade doesn’t mean he or she is ready for high school chal-
lenges and curriculum. Curriculum can be taught and mastered without having to
water it down. Give the students a chance to succeed, and keep raising the bar.

—Cbharlene Herrala, 24 years’ experience

Students Who Are Underachievers

Few students have gone through all of their school years without having moments when
they could have done better. Occasional underachievement is to be expected, but this behav-
ior becomes problematic when it is the overriding pattern in a student’s school life.

Chronic underachievement is a problem for students of many ages and capabilities. Their
parents are often quick to tell you that their child is either lazy or just doesn’t try hard
enough. The students often label themselves in these negative ways, too.

As you begin to work with underachieving students, you may find yourself calling
their parents or guardians often and you will find yourself frustrated when no punish-
ment you can devise solves the problem. In fact, many underachievers accept punishment
as their due.

Chronic underachievement is not just a bad habit. It is often an elaborate defense mech-
anism that students adopt to protect themselves from their anxiety about failing. Often,
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underachieving students have successful, highly goal-oriented parents who are very involved
in their life. Parents of underachievers usually spend lots of energy trying to understand and
help their children.

The problem compounds itself when underachievers are gifted students. These students
often must live up to their parents’ high expectations and their own exacting standards.
They opt for certain failure instead of trying and possibly failing. The contrast between their
potential and what they achieve is frustrating for everyone who works with them.

Working with underachieving students can be made less frustrating with a combination
of these strategies:

>

>

>

Accept that underachievers’ shortcomings are not the result of laziness, even though
they may see themselves as lazy and worthless. Their anxiety levels often paralyze
them.

Work with parents and guidance counselors to help underachievers, but be aware
that overinvolvement can sometimes increase a student’s anxiety.

Underachievers need extra motivation. They seldom find the work
intrinsically interesting. Successful teachers strive to make assign-

ments so appealing that all students will want to do their work.

. . TEACHER
Don’t expect your underachieving students to be more than briefly

motivated by their own success. Too often, after a successful
school experience, underachievers will stop putting forth any
effort—a situation that frustrates their family and their teacher.

Often, underachievers do not turn in work even when they have
completed it. Work out a plan with the student and his or her par-

ents to guarantee that work will be turned in to you on time.

Underachievers need assistance in establishing their priorities so that they can work
with a purpose. Use a checklist to show students how to accomplish their assignments.

Have extra supplies on hand for the times when an underachiever will forget to bring
them to class.

Teach study skills, time management, and organization strategies so that the work
will not be burdensome for an underachieving student who is easily overwhelmed
by school tasks.

Be matter-of-fact about assignments. Expect students to do them, and offer extra
help and encouragement. If you allow your anger to show or if you reprimand under-
achieving students harshly for not completing the work, they will have difficulty com-
pleting it.

One of the most effective strategies is to bolster self-esteem in your underachievers.
Be positive and supportive as you encourage effort and the attempts to work.

Offer help soon after you make an assignment in class. For many underachievers,
the hardest part of an assignment is getting started. Often, they will make several
beginnings before giving up.
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> Be aware that underachievers seldom ask for help. Be proactive in offering assistance.

» Underachievers have a perfectionist approach to their studies that results in incom-
plete work—the opposite of what they wanted to accomplish. Offer frequent and
unobtrusive encouragement to combat this.

» Most underachievers passively accept criticism from the disappointed adults in their
lives. They tend to use the negative labels to excuse themselves from not working.
Don’t allow students to give you excuses such as “I am just lazy” or “I never do well
in math.”

» Form a close connection with underachieving students whenever you can. If they feel
that you are counting on them, they have more incentive to work than if you indi-
cate that you do not care whether or not they do their work.

» Boost students’ self-esteem by encouraging them to tutor less able students. Often,
underachievers will do for other students what they will not do for themselves.

At-Risk Students

At-risk students are those who are very likely to drop out instead of graduate. Like most stu-
dents, their future success depends on their getting as much education as they can. While
there are many promising programs and a great deal of support available for students who
are at risk in this way, too many students still drop out of school.

Students can be at risk for dropping out for many reasons. Here are just a few of the pos-
sible contributing factors:

399

e Family problems
® Poor academic skills
e Substance abuse

® Pregnancy

e Emotional problems

e Chronic peer conflicts

® Repeated failure in school

e Inadequate parental supervision
e Undiagnosed learning problems

® Chronic illness

At-risk students depend on their teachers to help them stay in school. While the strate-
gies listed will benefit all your students, it is especially important for you to reach out to
those who are at risk. Adapt the following ideas to meet the needs of your at-risk students.

> Be persistent in your efforts to motivate at-risk students. Do not hesitate to let them
know you plan to keep them in school as long as you can.
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>

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

Spend time helping your students establish life goals so that they can see a larger
purpose for staying in school. Without a purpose for learning, school may seem like
an exercise in futility and dropping out may be seen as an easy choice.

Set small goals that will help students reach a larger one. If you can get them in the habit
of achieving at least one small goal each day, they can build on this pattern of success.

Involve students in cooperative learning activities. Feeling connected to their class-
mates empowers and supports students who may be considering quitting school.

Invite guest speakers or older students to talk with younger ones about the impor-
tance of staying in school.

Offer open-ended questions so that at-risk students can attempt answers without
fear of failure.

Be generous with praise and attention. Your kind words may often be the only ones
your at-risk students will hear all day.

Assign work that is relevant and meaningful. If students see a purpose for their work,
they may decide to stay in school.

Seek assistance from support personnel and family members. It takes many deter-
mined adults to change a student’s mind once he or she has decided to drop out.

Check on students when they are absent. Call their home. Show your concern.

Create situations in which at-risk students can be successful. Perhaps they can tutor
younger students, mediate peer conflict, or help you with classroom chores. Focus
on their strengths.

Offer extra help and assistance to all of your students, but particularly to those at
risk of dropping out.

Tailor activities to students’ preferred learning styles. When the work seems too dif-
ficult, at-risk students can often be successful if their teacher uses another modality
to teach the material they need to know.

Connect to at-risk students in a positive way. Make sure that they understand that
they are important to you.

To learn more about at-risk students, begin with

Love children, or stay out of the Teachnology Web site (http://www.teach-nology.

the classroom.

com). You can access a wealth of information on how
to help your students at risk of dropping out of

—Carolyn Marks Bickham, school by using “at risk” as a keyword to search the

16 years’ experience site. You will find links to other sites, articles, moti-
vational tools, and strategies for teachers.

Students Living in Poverty

Millions of school-age students in America live in poverty. You don’t have to teach in a
blighted urban area or a depressed rural region to teach students who are from a poor family.



SECTION SIXTEEN: MANAGE DIVERSITY IN YOUR CLASSROOM Aokl

The lives of poor students are often very different from those of their more affluent
peers. They cannot look forward to an abundance of presents at Christmas or on their birth-
day. Back-to-school shopping is not an exciting time of new clothes and school supplies.
Even small outlays of money are significant to students living in poverty; a locker fee, a soft
drink for a class party, or a fee for a field trip may be out of their reach. In addition, because
they do not wear the same fashionable clothes as their peers, poor students are often the
targets of ridicule.

Economically disadvantaged students have a very difficult time with succeeding in
school. One of the most unfortunate results of their economic struggles is that students
who live in poverty often drop out of school, choosing a low-paying job to pay for the lux-
uries they have been denied instead of an education.

Ways to Help Disadvantaged Students

Despite the bleak outlook for economically disadvantaged students, you
can do a great deal to make school a meaningful haven for them. You can help
your students who live in poverty by implementing some of these suggestions:

» When you suspect that their peers are taunting disadvantaged students, act quickly
to stop the harassment.

> Students who live in poverty have not been exposed to broadening experiences such
as family vacations, trips to museums, or even eating in restaurants. Spend time
adding to their worldly experience if you want poor students to connect their book
learning with real-life situations.

» Listen to your disadvantaged students. They need a strong relationship with a trust-
worthy adult in order to succeed.

» Work to boost the self-esteem of students who live in poverty by praising their school
success instead of what they own.

> Provide access to computers, magazines, newspapers, and books so low-income stu-
dents can see and work with printed materials. School may be the only place where
they are exposed to print media.

> Keep your expectations for poor students high. Poverty does not mean ignorance.

» Don’t make comments about your students’ clothes or belongings unless they are
in violation of the dress code.

» Students who live in poverty may not always know the correct behaviors for school
situations. At home, they may function under a different set of social rules. Take time
to explain the rationale for rules and procedures in your classroom.

» Be careful about the school supplies you expect students to purchase. Keep your
requirements as simple as you can for all students.

> Arrange a bank of shared supplies for your students to borrow from when they are
temporarily out of materials for class.



IAvvA THE FIRST-YEAR TEACHER'S SURVIVAL GUIDE

» Do not require costly activities. For example, if you require students to pay
for a field trip, some of them will not be able to go.

> If you notice that a student does not have lunch money, check to make
sure that a free lunch is an option for that child.

> Be very sensitive to the potential for embarrassment in even small
requests for or comments about money that you make. For exam-
ple, if you jokingly remark, “There’s no such thing as a free lunch,”
you could embarrass one of your low-income students.

» Make it clear that you value all of your students for their character
and not for their possessions.

» For more information on how to help your economically disadvantaged students,
visit aha!Process (www.ahaprocess.com). aha!Process is an organization that was
founded by Ruby Payne, a leading expert on the effects of generational poverty on
students. Her book A Framework for Understanding Poverty, published in 1996 by
aha!Process, is significant because it explains how the silent culture clash between
students and teachers in classrooms has a harmful effect on students.

Students Who Are Not Native Speakers of English

In recent years, the number of non-English-speaking students has greatly increased in many
U.S. schools. The cultural diversity of these students enriches our classrooms even as it pre-
sents a perplexing problem for teachers who do not speak their students’ native language.

With sensitivity, courtesy, and insight, you can help your minority-language students.
Here are some strategies that should make this process easier for you and your students who
speak little English:

» Keep in mind that not only do students who speak little English have to learn the
content that your other students must learn, but they have to learn it in a foreign
language.

» Make a point of learning to pronounce the names of your non-native students cor-
rectly. Insist that your other students do so, too.

> Be aware of cultural differences and sensitive issues. For example, in many cultures,
it is rude to maintain eye contact.

» Make a point of giving as many directions as you can in writing as well as orally.
» Label items in your classroom to help students learn simple words.

> Keep resources on your students’ home countries on hand for other students to read.
Library books and Internet sites are good sources of such material.

» Arrange for your students to interact. Students who can communicate with each
other about their work tend to do better. It is also easier for students to learn Eng-
lish if other students engage them in conversation as much as possible.
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» Use a variety of learning styles to help your students master content as well as a new
language. Graphic organizers and other useful study devices will help students who
are learning English as well as your other students.

» Encourage students to read aloud to you whenever it is appropriate. Be careful that
your corrections of English learners are helpful and not overwhelming,.

> Set realistic expectations for your students who speak little English. They are not
going to be able to do as much work as your other students if the work involves
intensive interaction with a text because it will take them longer just to figure out
the language.

» Don’t rush to answer questions or fill in words when students are struggling to think
through their responses. You must be patient and supportive if you want your stu-
dents to learn successfully.

» Find bilingual dictionaries in the languages that your students speak. Encourage
them to use the relevant bilingual dictionary frequently. Model its use yourself.

» Use audiotapes and other technology appropriate to the age and ability levels of your
students. Students benefit from both seeing and hearing the language.

> Keep your language simple. If at all possible, use words that students will be likely
to know.

» Many useful Web sites are available to help teachers of non-native students. Search
some of the following for good ideas about how to help your students.

e Tower of English (http://towerofenglish.com). Here you will find links to
hundreds of other useful resources to help you teach your non-native students.

e Dave’s ESL Café (http://www.eslcafe.com). This excellent site offers a wealth
of useful information, resources, links, and insights into teaching students
who are not proficient in English.

Celebrate the Cultures in Your Class

Although teaching students from many cultures can be challenging, one of the most enduring

successes of the public school system in America is the variety of cultures that meet peacefully

in thousands of classrooms each day. In classroom after classroom, students of all different

races and cultural backgrounds study together. At a time when school systems are scrutinized

and criticized from many sides, classroom diversity is one of our nation’s greatest assets.
Although some people try to define culture in ethnic or racial terms, a

broader definition is more accurate. Every person belongs to a variety of cul-

tural groups delineated by such features as geography, age, economics,

gender, religion, interests, or education levels. If you ignore the cultural

differences among your students, you will create strife and tension. Con-

versely, if you choose to accept and celebrate those differences, you will

find those differences to be a rich resource for your class.
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By teaching your students to value their differences, you are creating a truly global class-
room. And by expanding students’ appreciation of each other, you are showing them how
to appreciate the rest of the world.

Here are some general guidelines you can use to incorporate the many cultures in your
classroom into a successful unified group:

>

>

Expose your students to a wide variety of cultures throughout the term. This expo-
sure will enable them to be more tolerant of each other’s differences.

Make discussing the differences in cultures in your class an important part of what
you and your students do together. You can manage a few minutes every now and
then for an informal discussion without losing valuable instructional time.

Accept that the concerns of a parent or guardian who is not part of your culture may
be different from the concerns that you have. If you are sensitive to the potential dif-
ference when you speak with parents, you will find yourself asking questions that
will help you determine what their goals for their children are before you attempt to
impose your own beliefs.

Stress the importance of an open-minded attitude about people whose beliefs or
lifestyles are different from those of your students. Make sure you model that accept-
ance yourself.

Promote activities that will increase your students’ self-esteem. Students who are self-
confident are not as likely to taunt others in order to feel good about themselves.

Even if you have lived in your community all of your life, take time to learn about its
various cultural groups. Understanding how these groups are represented in the
school system will help you understand your students better.

If students learn racism or intolerance at home, you will have a very difficult time
stopping it in class. Your first step in combating intolerant attitudes should be to
make your position of tolerance very clear to your students through what you say
and what you do.

To learn more about how to incorporate a multicultural approach in educating your
students, explore these Web sites:

New Horizons for Learning (www.newhorizons.org). When you click on the
“Teaching and Learning” tab, you will find information about topics such as

emotional intelligence, cultural bias, diversity at school, and multicultural edu-
cation. You can also explore many other resources and topics at this
excellent site.

Southern Poverty Law Center (www.tolerance.org). This Web
site offers a wealth of different resources to help teachers promote
tolerance and “dismantle bigotry.” It has many classroom activi-

ties for students of all ages. One of the most interesting links

allows site visitors to test their hidden biases.










