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Introduction


It is projected that by 2030s, the number of Limited English Proficient (LEP) will be 40% of the school age population (Thomas & Collier, 2002).  With many people coming to the United States for the “American Dream” of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, the United States is no longer considered a melting pot, but that of a “tossed salad”, focusing on “both the differences in the ingredients while at the same time the beauty of the whole” (Covert, 1995). 

Attending and working in schools now has changed with an emphasis on culture, which according to the National Center for Cultural Competence of Georgetown University is:

An integrated part of human behavior that includes thoughts, communications, 

languages, practices, beliefs, values, customs, courtesies, rituals, manners of interacting and roles, relationships, and expected behaviors of a racial, ethnic, religious or social group. (2006)

In short, culture is referring to shared characteristics of a group of people, but should not be confused with diversity. Diversity is the differences in the characteristics between different groups (Jones, 2004). Given the diversity of schools, students and teachers need to be cognoscente of this and how it will effect education. 

Student Views in Ethnically Diverse Schools


In an ethnically diverse school, one of the barriers for students is the language barrier. One factor of this is the dominant language spoken at home. According to Elizabeth Glaessner (1995), “students are usually comfortable with adjusting to speaking the dominant language at school versus the language they speak at home.” As of the Census of 2000, 17.9% of the population speaks another language at home other than English. The language barrier is contingent upon the entry to the educational system, with those students entering earlier in their school career being more successful at acquiring English as a second language than those entering later in their school career. This is supported by research done by Bialystok and Hakuta (1994) finding that language-learning ability continuously decreases with age along with ability to be fluent in a second language.


This language barrier can have a negative impact on school age children. Children may enter school with little or no knowledge of the English language. This in turn leads to difficulty understanding the teacher and other students and can lead to frustration and boredom (Zhou, 2003). This frustration can lead to skipping school and dropping out. If the student is having a hard time understanding the language of his fellow classmates, this is a predisposition to acquiring a negative outlook on the whole process. Indeed, this will ultimately lead to dropping out of school and becoming a burden to society.


Solutions to the language barrier include a social behavior perspective in the form of the quality or content of friendships. Social behavior of the elementary students differs from, that of high school students. Students in the elementary grades are there for the same purpose-to receive an education. There is a level playing field so to speak. Young children form friendships based on the amount of time spent in close proximity to each other and in interaction with each other (Howes & Phillipsen, 1992). Friendship can foster an improvement in school performance as found by Ladd (1990) for kindergarteners. By developing friendships immediately upon entering a school system, the student gains the concept of a support network.  In other words, the student feels part of the group, and his ambitions are propelled to their respected potential. 


For high school students there is an obvious language barrier, however, upon development of quality friendships, a student’s potential for success becomes increased.  This success is contingent upon the student’s potential qualities, which may be displayed depending on the nature of their friendship acquisition skills.  In other words, if a child has come from a different country to the United States at the high school level, how well they release their potential qualities depends highly on their abilities to form alliances with their fellow classmates. 


Being bilingual is not a disadvantage or handicap.  In fact, many researchers have found the opposite to be the truth.  Supporting a bilingual child has many benefits, one of which is growth and development.  More specifically, a student who is bilingual is very capable of achieving the “American Dream”, just as their fellow classmates.  But, in order for this to occur, the language barrier must be addressed and a promotion of friendship establishment be emphasized.

Teacher Views in Ethically Diverse Schools


Teacher education programs (TEP) teach more than just how to teach. One goal of TEP programs is to have it students become master teachers in an education system that has culturally diverse learners. Mastery of course content on diverse learners is one thing, but being able to practice it in a classroom and having the tools to do so is a challenge. 

With the improvement of the preparation of teachers in TEP, they can achieve this goal by providing resources and opportunities for students that include more than pedagogy on the subject of diversity and multiculturalism. TEP should provide students with opportunities to practice models or strategies to enact the ideals of social justice, cultural diversity, and multicultural education (Artiles, Barreto, Peña, and McClafferty, 1998). 


Some things cannot be taught in a classroom or even through work experience when it comes to ethnic diversity. In all careers, individuals bring their own attitudes, beliefs, experiences, and skills with them. Especially in teaching, a teacher brings their beliefs that may influence their teaching. A teacher may bring perceptions of different cultural and ethnic backgrounds that may be flawed. They may misinterpret and prohibit certain cultural behaviors of a particular group limiting the students learning opportunities simply because the teacher does not understand them (Capella-Santana, 2003). This will limit the teacher’s abilities to effectively teach all students. 


A teacher’s beliefs and attitudes need to be challenged if not by their TEP, but by their own idea of what a master teacher is. Teaching is about reflection, not necessarily only about the subject matter, but also personal reflection. This can be used to find one owns attitudes and beliefs about diversity and to overcome and alter where these beliefs may be lacking. Master teachers are willing to challenge and change themselves. Being a master teacher comes through situated effectiveness, which is “the ability of individual teachers to be effective with students in respect to the student’s world, not the world of the measuring majority” (Bucci, 2003). This quality of being a master teacher is one to possess given the current trends in diverse student populations and education. 


Curriculum also plays a role in diversity in education, which may affect student achievement. The textbooks chosen for a curriculum may hinder achievement based on the representation of minority cultures in the textbooks or the lack there of. Textbooks frequently have limited descriptions of diverse people’s contributions bringing about stereotypes. According to Capella-Santana (2003), “the limited and fragmented representations of minority cultures may have a negative impact on minority students’ opportunities to acquire skills needed to succeed in mainstream society.” It is up to the teachers and administrators to evaluate the curriculum and improve it to be in line with ethnic diversity and represent the student population. 


Delivery of information is crucial for a diverse student population. While facing the challenges of diversity in schools, there are also different learning styles to contend with. Learning styles are the “ways in which an individual characteristically acquires, attains, and retrieves information” (Felder & Hernriques, 1995) or in other words, the way an individual learns. To combat this issue of different learning styles, using a variety of teaching techniques will strengthen student understanding. Using formats such as lecture, demonstrations, cooperative learning, individual work, and students teaching lessons can add to understanding of the material. In addition, using a variety of teaching materials can adjust to different learning styles for all students of a diverse school population, not only for LEP students. These materials, including newspapers, videos, movies, games, and workbooks, will fulfill a variety of learning styles. 

Conclusion


Given the current trend in education, warranting legislation such as No Child Left Behind, which according to James Hunt, Jr., it’s “goal is to ensure that all children have an opportunity to learn-regardless income, background, or ethnic identity” (2003), those entering any school needs to be aware of the changing student population and the challenges that may be faced.


For students of limited English proficiency, there are many barriers that will be faced when entering their school career. Language and communication can be one of the biggest challenges to overcome. Depending at the age of entry to school and the amount of school previously had in their own language, these children may become bored or frustrated. They will struggle to understand and need the support of the school staff and peers to break through this barrier. 


Forming relationships with peers can help limit frustrations and open interaction that will lead to friendship. These friendships become the support network for the student and break down the language barrier. The friendships of students have a positive impact on success in school when dealing with a diverse student population. 

Teachers and support staff, in addition, need to step up to the challenge of a diverse student population. Before beginning their careers, their education programs through universities should prepare them for the diversity in education. Part of this education is through practice in the classroom and providing techniques and resources for working with a diverse population. A second component is helping the university students overcome their own attitudes and beliefs held about different cultures and ethnic groups. This can be achieved through discussions and self-reflection. 


Lastly, teachers and support staff can adjust delivery of information and the curriculum to fit the needs of the students in their school. Curriculum should be bias free and current textbooks should be reviewed to make sure this is accomplished. Teachers should deliver information in a variety of ways to fit the student’s individual learning styles and in this way will also help those that are LEP. Delivery, as well, includes different teaching materials and resources. 


The idea of the “tossed salad” will be the future focus in education. University programs and individuals need to face the change and challenge in order to fit the needs of a diverse student population. Simply waiting for change is not enough. The change is here now and those in education need to be willing to embrace diversity and multiculturalism. 
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