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Throughout this class, I’ve continually tried to picture teachers in my school and myself using culturally responsive teaching to the fullest and I am having a hard time picturing it.  Part of the challenge is the ‘teaching to the test’ attitude that is rampant in schools instead of teaching the class and letting the learning show the achievement.  Another part of the challenge is the struggle with discipline and order in the classroom.  Many teachers struggle with students who aren’t the ‘norm’, with the students who need extra support, those who learn in a different way than the teacher prefers to teach and those who’s culture has emphasized a different set of values than the teacher’s.  My focus has really been on trying to figure out how to teach to the best of my ability, yet keep in the forefront the varying cultures my students are coming from and how to run my classroom smoothly so maximum learning takes place.

Looking at teaching in the reverse paints an interesting picture.  We expect students to come into the classroom, ready and eager to learn, understanding what to do, when to do it, how to do it, and all in the same method and procedures.  Not all students would fit into the mold that works for a teacher.  Not all students will come into the classroom and understand the rules and procedures immediately.  If we flip that around and expect the teacher to come into the classroom; ready to teach each child in the best way for that child, establish routines, rules and activities individually for each student.  Then top it off with being excited and eager to teach each day.  It’s crazy to think that a teacher would want to do that and be eager and excited to do that.  But that’s what we expect our students to do, mold themselves to the teacher and the style of learning within the classroom.  

Discipline in the classroom can be affected by a teachers’ stereotypes more than any other part of teaching in my opinion.  Every year when the class comes in the door, I know that I stereotype my students as they first come in.  Sometimes it’s by the way they walk, what they wear, and in general, the attitude they carry.  Many teachers pick out who will be the discipline challenges before they’ve even built the relationship with the student.  Many of the discipline issues will come from boys (gender stereotyping), students of color (ethnic stereotyping) and the low socioeconomic students.  Of course there are exceptions to every ‘rule’ but when students are picked out before getting to know them, they will live up to expectations even if that expectation is not a positive one.  

Trying to teach with a diverse culture of students can be difficult but making it even harder is if the teaching takes into consideration how to best teach and avoid discipline issues as much as possible.  If there is a student who needs to get up and move, not sit in a desk all day long then the teacher needs to take that into consideration and come up with appropriate ways to get that movement into the routine.  Instead of trying to mold all the students to learn in the same way, it is important to mold the teaching to reach all students.  It is more work and time to figure out ways to build movement into the daily routine but it’s worth it when the discipline issues lessen in the classroom.  

These days, curriculum is beginning to be designed with options in it that allows teachers to choose how they teach the material.  That doesn’t mean that teachers are using the material appropriately or that they are making the choices that are the best for the students.  The materials try to make things easy for the teacher but if it is making the teacher step outside their comfort zone, it’s unlikely that they’ll use the materials in ways to best suit all students and learners.  For example, I’m teaching second grade this fall and I am working hard before even having students in my room to come up with a plan, procedures, activities, centers, etc, to teach my students with regard to their culture and their learning styles.  I am planning on allowing movement, chatter, and group work to best suit my students’ needs.  I know the other second grade teacher will be less willing to work with students in different ways.  She’ll have them at desks for the majority of the day, minimal talking, and students sent to the hallway when not following directions, etc.  It goes to show that teachers are all different and the way that they teach and approach teaching is different.  I feel that I am taking students’ cultures into consideration when I am planning.  I am planning for group work so that students can talk and work out solutions together, building on their language skills and the community of learners vs. individual work only where it’s more competitive than cooperative.  

We also know that learning is affected by culture and the way that we assess students is not always culturally friendly.  A student might not understand the vocabulary used on a test, might have test anxiety, might not understand the set-up of the test, or might be unable to show all he/she knows in regards to that subject by missing a few questions or answers.  All of this can cause students to be discipline challenges; what happens when there is something that you don’t understand, you don’t know, or you’re not familiar with?  Many times people become defensive and react without thinking.  I know I get defensive and react in various ways that might not be the most appropriate.  I am sure that my students respond in the same ways.  When we take students out of their home cultures and expect them to be a certain way at school, they can very well feel out of place, misunderstood, and uncomfortable.  These feelings can lead to discipline issues.  If we bridge their culture into our teaching and teach with their experience in mind, we will alleviate some of the discipline issues caused.  This would make a classroom run smoother, with learning taking place.

Another aspect of discipline issues stem from communication issues between students, between students and teachers and between cultures.  When an African American student in my room called another African American student ‘nigger’ on the school bus, the bus driver (who happened to be Caucasian) threw a fit and made a huge deal out of it.  In reality, for both of these students it was part of their culture and they didn’t understand why they were getting in so much trouble over it.  I believe that once we saw the whole picture the entire incident changed.  Was that allowed at school?  No, but it wasn’t the same kind of issue that it would have been if a Caucasian called an African American student the same name.  By looking at the students and their culture, we were able to appropriately discipline the students by talking with them and their families and explaining that it doesn’t matter what the name is we don’t call anyone names etc.  The student did get in trouble for calling names but didn’t get in trouble for the name she chose to use.  However, if we didn’t know the families of the students we would have been disciplining students for things that were ok to do at home.  

Children communicate in different ways.  Many male children have difficulty following discussions with many solutions being discussed where many female children are able to throw out many solutions and work through them to find the most appropriate.  Knowing this allows teachers to organize time for groups to discuss and solve problems verbally sometimes and sometimes allowing them to work individually on some problems.  This gives both genders opportunity to work in a way that is comfortable and easy for them and at other times be challenged more on the communication styles and processes rather than just the material being taught.

In the classroom, teachers expect students to communicate in certain ways.  They expect students to respond in appropriate times to the appropriate questions.  Many teachers do not like to be interrupted by seemingly pointless questions (I am one of these teachers.).  What is important to remember is that students need to be able to communicate in their way to learn and sometimes the culture they come from encourages immediate interruption for clarification or to share an idea.  This tough for students to learn how to communicate at school and can cause discipline issues because the student isn’t communicating the way the teacher wants them to.  I ‘battle’ with this because for me, it’s a sign of disrespect when I’m constantly being interrupted and frustrates me.  I try really hard to remember that students communicate in the way they are taught to at home and I need to remind myself of that often.  One way I have dealt with this is to encourage my students to ask questions, clarifications, etc at certain times.  We are clear when those times are and I ask them to respect my way of teaching at other times.  It seems to work with students as long as we are clear and explicit on the expectations, and as long as I remember to not lose my cool when a student reverts to their way of communicating.

As a teacher, I have to be culturally aware of not only my students but also of their families.  Without a partnership with the families, learning might not be as affective as it could be when partnered with the family.  I have to be respectful of what a family’s experiences are so that I can incorporate them into the classroom learning.  The more I can include family in the classroom, the stronger my classroom will be and the learning will be more real for my students.  It also makes parent-teacher conferences run smoother.  There isn’t the fear of offending a parent and ruining the relationship between not only the teacher and the parent but the school and parent relationship as well.

Yes, culturally responsive teaching can be more work.  Yes, culturally responsive teaching can be difficult.  Yes, it is important to keep culture in mind as students come into the classroom to learn.  In the long run, culturally responsive teaching is worth the extra work and effort.  If it allows the classroom to run smoothly, be exciting and engaging, and encourages all learners to LEARN then it is worth it.  I think that we sometimes have things backwards.  Instead of teaching to the test we should be teaching and allowing the testing to show off what our students have learned.  If the learning is deep and meaningful it will show.   

