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Like most teachers, Mrs. B uses a lot of non-verbal communication in her classroom.  She smiles to show her approval and shakes her head to show that she doesn’t approve of what is happening at that particular moment.  However, she withholds non-verbal communication with her African American students. She does not call on these students or acknowledge them.  Even the children notice this pattern.  Often another student will point out that one of the students wants to speak.

Mrs. B’s voice does not fluctuate when she does speak to her African American students.  She never asks them to expand on their answers. What little interaction these students have in the classroom is with each other, rather than with the teacher.  

She never puts her hand on the shoulder of any African American student, although she does this with her European American students.  The only positive reinforcements the African Americans receive are those directed at the whole class.

When asked how many students of color she has in her class, she says she doesn’t know, because all her students look the same to her.  She views herself as “color blind.”

Although Mrs. B’s behavior may seem insensitive and even cruel, it is not unusual.  Teachers who mean well many times practice unintentional discrimination. In a study by Grant and Sleeted (1989), it was found that teachers tended to view diversity as an obstacle, rather than an asset.  They hesitated to mention a student’s race and preferred to appear “color blind.”

Within the educational system, a history of racism, unequal education, and exclusion exists (Nieto, 1992).  In general, education is supposed to be view as equal for everyone.  Yet according to Nieto, schools have failed to provide an equal education for many of our students.  African American children are three times as likely to be placed in special education and only one-half as likely to be place in a gifted class in comparison to European American children.
Perhaps one of the reasons that contribute to this pattern is that children who are culturally and linguistically different from the teacher have not mastered the teacher’s idea of communicative competence (Destefano, 1987).  Often children who are at the poverty level also fall into this category.  Since one of the aspects of communicative competence is what teachers recognize as competent language use, teachers’ perceptions toward language variation form a part of the assessment of competence, from which much else flows.

Several studies have revealed that dominated groups of people experience the most academic disadvantage because of their dominated relationship within society (Nieto, 1992).  Cummins (1994), McDermott (1987), Ogbu (1992), and Saville-Troike (1981) show that students from particular backgrounds experience a great variability in academic performance, which, at least in part, can be explained by the social and political settings in which they find themselves.  For example, students who have a Korean background or are from the Buraku caste, both groups perceived as less valuable than the majority in Japan, do poorly in Japanese schools but do just as well as Japanese students when they immigrate to the U.S. where neither group is seen as inferior.
What can you as a student teacher or new teacher do to support those students in your classroom who are culturally and linguistically different from you?

· First and foremost, acknowledge the variety of cultural and linguistic richness that your children bring to the classroom.  Celebrate their differences rather than ignoring them.

· Teach your children the ways in which you expect them to communicate in school.  Honor the ways they communicate in other arenas.

· Make sure you are communicating with all children both verbally and non-verbally.  Share your smiles (and frowns) with everyone.

· Use a pleasant tone of voice with all children.  Avoid using a monotone or authoritarian tone.

· Do not give immediate negative attention to any particular child or any particular group of children.  Praise the positive and ignore the negative where possible.

· Use gentle questioning to help all children expand on what they are trying to communicate.  Build on or elaborate on what students tell you. Make each student a part of the classroom conversation.
· Bridge the distance between teacher and student by using appropriate physical contact, perhaps a touch on the arm or a pat on the back, whatever is considered acceptable in your particular environment.

· Hold yourself accountable to a trusted colleague to help you monitor your interactions with all the children in your classroom.

Your intentional welcoming of minority students will do much to support the growth and development of the children in your classroom.  As a student teacher or new teacher, will you challenge yourself to do this?
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