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Introduction:





Community college classrooms are becoming increasingly diverse as more international students are attracted to American classrooms. While most faculty members appreciate the opportunities for discovery and promoting understanding that this provides, some are unsure about how to adjust for the changes. As one group of researchers pointed out, “Many good teachers are baffled when faced with a [student] who obviously brings skills to the classroom but has difficulty demonstrating them due to language differences. In fact, most teachers across the United States are not adequately trained to meet the needs of ELLs [English Language Learners] in their mainstream classes” (Gruber, Wiley, Broughman, Strizek, & Burian-Fitzgerald, 2002). While much of the responsibility of preparing these students for regular classrooms rests on the shoulders of ESL and remedial English programs, it is important to mainstream them into regular college classrooms as soon as possible. Consequently, college instructors face an increasing number of students who seem inadequately prepared for their classes.


Effective Teaching Strategies combined with ESL techniques provide ways to address the issues that arise. By developing a better understanding of our students and their backgrounds, we are not only able to teach more effectively, we are also able to promote diversity in our classrooms. The program addressed in this module is designed to develop a more positive learning environment for all students, which sets the stage for creating a better understanding of the diverse nature of our classrooms and the world in which we live. We can and should take advantage of the diversity of our classrooms to help students prepare for the future world that awaits them. This can also provide opportunities for all of us to learn and enrich our lives.


This module is divided into five sections:


·	Overview: This section introduces the program. It explains the objectives and describes three steps instructors can take to enhance both student learning and an appreciation for diversity.


·	Preparation: This section offers techniques to help students prepare for their lessons. While these strategies are designed for ELL students, Native English Speakers also benefit. When students are prepared for the information that is presented, they are “keeping up” rather than “catching up.”


·	Presentation: This section offers suggestions that have proven effective in presenting information to ELL students. It includes ways to encourage interaction among the students, which helps build understanding and appreciation.


·	Assessment: This section provides information on ways that instructors can effectively assess their students understanding of course content and help them develop their communication skills without making language issues the determining factor.


Conclusion: This section provides contact information and forms participants can use to provide feedback. Because this program is relatively new, feedback is essential in determining its effectiveness. 


While much of the material covered in this Learning Module is based on personal experience, it is supported by academic research. Support materials and reference lists will also be included in the module.


	In order to assess the effectiveness of the module and to promote an interdisciplinary approach, I will ask for volunteers to try the techniques described, evaluate their effectiveness, and share their assessment. I plan to use the results in future presentations.





Overview


A Learning Experience:


	I was nervous when it entered my first classroom at New Mexico State University -- Grants Community College in Grants, New Mexico. Because I had been a Gratuate Teaching Assistant, I already had some experience, and my advisor had wisely suggested that I include a workshop on Teaching English as a Second Language, so I felt that I was prepared for the classroom. Still, this was the first time teaching "without a net": I was a real writing instructor.


	Many students were already in the room, and when I walked in and greeted them, several introduced themselves and welcomed me to Grants. They were open and pleasant, and I started to relax. I noticed that a few quietly remained in their seats, and a couple kept their faces lowered, but most seemed happy to be there.


	When it became time to start class, I stepped to the lecturn and said, "Well, let's get started."


	Immediately, the atmosphere in the room changed. The students who had seemed so friendly rushed to their desks and buried their noses in their notebooks. It was as though I had ceased to exist! The students who had stayed in their seats when I walked in started staring at me as though they were watching for any minor flaw, and a couple started watching me out of the corners of their eyes while avoiding eye contact.


	Eye contact is important in our culture, so as I felt my confidence wane, I desperately tried to establish eye contact with as many of the students as I could. The ones who had their faces buried in their notebooks refused to look up, no matter what I did. The ones who stared at me intently made me nervous, so I couldn't maintain eye contact for very long with them, and the students who avoided eye contact became nervous and agitated as I tried to get them to look directly at me.


	I rushed through my lecture and gave the class their first assignment, a diagnostic essay that would help me determine what writing skills they had. "Write a paper about someone who has influenced you in your life," I said, and one of the students who had avoided eye contact stiffened and raised his chin in defiance. I looked down at my notes and continued. "This could be someone in your family, a teacher, or a friend."


	The student who had become tense spent the whole semester quietly defying me. If I asked him to sit down, he'd stand up. If I asked him not to turn in a paper, he would write one. As for the other students, I somehow stumbled through the quarter without doing too much damage, but most of the time I spent trying to figure out what I was doing wrong.


	I had realized that most of the students in my class were Native Americans, and I had been prepared to address ESL issues. Unfortunately, I wasn't prepared to deal with the cultural issues involved.


	The students mostly came from three tribes, Acoma, Laguna, and Navajo. Each had been raised according to the social rules and standards of their particular tribe. The Acoma are very friendly and open when a visitor arrives and greets them. When they are listening to someone with authority speak, they show their respect by keeping their eyes pointed downward. They were the ones who kept their faces in their notebooks and refused to look up.


	The Laguna are more Westernized, and they have learned of the importance of eye contact in our culture, so when they meet "White People," they tend to stare a little more assertively than we are used to. They were the ones who I thought were intently looking for me to make a mistake.


	The Navajo believe that eye contact should be reserved only for close friends and family. This is because they believe that, when a person dies, all that is good about that person goes away, but the bad qualities of that person remain to create problems for the living. These "evil spirits" enter a person's life when they speak (or write) the name of a person who died. Traditional Navajo believe that there are evil people, or witches, who try to trick others to speak of the dead so these evil spirits can enter their lives and cause sickness and bad luck. These witches try to hypnotize their victims, so the Navajo avoid eye contact with anyone they don't know well and trust.


	The students who avoided eye contact, and the student who defied me, were Navajo. My defiant student was very brave. He had been raised with his traditional beliefs, and when I tried to establish eye contact, he became convinced I was a witch. His mother had just died, so when I asked him to "write about someone who influenced you in your life," he was certain that I was a witch. Being a very brave man, he attended class every day determined to face me in a spiritual battle.





Issues of Multicultural Classrooms:


	Learning a new language is more than memorizing vocabulary, phrases and grammar rules. For decades, linguists have stressed the importance of culture in language acquisition. Learning a new language includes discovering and understanding a new culture. Cultural rules include emotional responses, and even when people understand that they are in a new culture with new rules, the emotional response is often still there. 


	The problems international students face in American classrooms also include dealing with new ways of thinking and learning. In "Lesson Adaptations and Accomodations: Working With Native Speakers and English Language Learners in the Same Science Classroom," Diana C Rice, N Eleni Pappamihiel, and Vickie E. Lake discuss the ways different cultures approach mathematics. While the rules of math are consistent, each culture presents those rules in a different manner. International students who learn math in America struggle, not only with the language used to present the information, but also with the methods used.


	Educators are struggling to find ways to meet the needs of multicultural classrooms. The following questions are common and often lead to long and complex debates:


How can I present the materials so that the ELL students understand it without making it boring for the Native English Speakers?


How important is grammar when I grade papers? Should I have different grading criteria for my ELL students?


How do I get my ELL students to participate more in class?


The approach presented in this Learning Module will attempt to address these issues.


	One of the few things that seems to be archetypal when it comes to education is the basic process used to communicate. Instructors prepare to present and students prepare to receive the message, the message is presented, and then the acquisition of the information is assessed. In order to teach effectively in a diverse classroom, instructors not only have to follow that process when presenting the lesson, but also help the students follow the process in receiving the information. Traditionally, college instructors expect students to have acquired the study skills necessary to complete these steps; however, many students come from systems that take a completely different approach to education. Even Native English Speakers have not all acquired these skills well enough to use them effectively. When educators find ways to help students through each of these steps, the effectiveness of their teaching increases. Students gain confidence and tend to be more successful. This program also provides opportunities for the students to work together, which increases their understanding and appreciation of one another.


	Creating a positive learning environment in a multicultural classroom provides the opportunity to tap into the classroom itself as a tool to promote diversity. By making slight adjustments to the presentation of class materials, instructors can help ELL students develop the confidence they need to become more active participants. As they become more active in the class, there will be an increase in the interchange with Native English Speakers, and the students will begin to develop an appreciation for each other. This also creates an atmosphere for students to define and explain their different ideas and attitudes.





Helping the Students Prepare:


	Typically, teachers let the students know what material they can expect to cover and hope they take the time to at least skim the material before class. Sometimes, it seems that most students don't bother to do so, and often ELL students are still trying to make sense out of the previous chapter. As people grow older, they tend to loose the ability to make a direct association with a new term and its meaning, so they have to memorize it and consciously think about what it means when it is used. This means that the typical ELL student hears or reads the information in English, mentally translates it to her or his own language, thinks of an appropriate response, and then translates that response to English before sharing it. Obviously, time becomes a significant factor in their ability to process the information presented to them.


	One way to encourage students to prepare for class is to provide concrete pre-assignments that introduce the concepts and vocabulary in advance. While this benefits all the students, keeping ELL needs in mind can help them "keep up" so they are not always trying to "catch up."It also helps to make a clear connection between their preparation and their grade. Marvin Will (2004) accomplishes this by assigning “Advance Worksheets.” The assignments are designed so that the students will have to read the material in order to answer the questions. This helps the student approach the material in an organized fashion.


	This could create extra work for the instructor, so Will advises new teachers to keep the questions fairly simple and easy to grade. For example, if there are important vocabulary words the student must become familiar with, you might allow them to use the exact definition from the book. Remember, at this point, the purpose is not to assess the depth of the student’s understanding, but to get the student to prepare for the lecture. Sometimes, you may want to simply use a “Pass/Fail” method of assessing their work. 


	An additional advantage is that it often helps the student make connections with the previous lesson. On a typical day, the student will hear the lecture, do the homework for that chapter, and then complete the assignment for the next chapter.


	Keep in mind that quality is more important than quantity. This is an idea that we will discuss later, but for now, it is important to keep both types of assignments short enough for the students to realistically be able to complete them.





Small-group assignments: 


	Another interesting approach is to divide the class into small groups before moving from one section of the class material to the next. Assign each group a topic from the upcoming section of material, and then give them some time in class to organize a short presentation. When the time comes to move to the new section, have the groups do their presentation. This way, the students are not only reading the material in advance, but they are also beginning to analyze it. Another benefit is that they are actually introducing the material themselves, and you can begin to move from being a lecturer to becoming a facilitator.


	An additional advantage to using small-group assignments is that it forces the students to communicate with one another. Purposely mix the students so they are not always working with people they already know. They will have to take time to introduce themselves, and as they begin to exchange ideas, they will discover each other as human beings.





Presenting the Material:


	When the time comes to actually present the materials, there are a few simple techniques you can use that will help all of your students, but especially the ELL students, process the information more effectively.


·	Avoid speaking more loudly than normal. For some reason, when Americans speak to people who have an accent, we tend to raise our voices to make ourselves understood. Actually, this can be frightening to the students who may wonder why you are yelling at them.


·	Speak more slowly than normal and be sure to carefully enunciate important terms. All of your students will be able to understand what you are saying if you speak more carefully. By being especially careful to enunciate key terms, you not only make it easier for ELL students to understand what you are saying, but you help them identify the key points.


·	Avoid using slang, jargon, and American cultural references unless they are especially relevant to the material. In that case, be sure to define them and use examples.


·	Learn the students’ names. Many of the International Students adapt nicknames that are easier for Americans to say. Use those nicknames, but make occasional attempts to use their actual names. One of the things they tend to do is to try to “fade into the background.” Using their names keeps them involved in the class.


·	Face the students when you speak. Expressions and gestures provide clues that help them process the information more quickly.


·	Be as clear as possible about your expectations. Write specific directions on the white board so the students can write them in their notes. The process of writing the directions down themselves will make them think about what you want.


·	Provide an agenda at the beginning of each class. I find it effective to write the agenda on the whiteboard, and as we complete the items, I check them off. This helps the students identify the key points.


·	Provide a handout for each major assignment that clearly states the objectives, criteria, and expectations for the assignment.


·	Provide study guides for review and exams.


·	Use visual aids in each class, but keep them simple. Many times instructors will put too much information in their visual aids. By focusing your visual aids on the main points, you help the students identify and prioritize the significant things you are covering.


·	Use presentations, activities, assignments, models, and visual aids that emphasize and repeat the main points you are covering. Teach in many ways.


·	Encourage class participation by allowing time for the students to develop a response. Don’t be afraid to be quiet and let the students think. Also, ask specific students the question and call them by name. Avoid embarrassing them by guiding them to the proper response, but don’t avoid getting them involved.


·	Use stories and examples to clarify the points, but be sure to verbalize the connection to the main idea.


·	Identify the times you go off on tangents, and communicate to the student that you are giving them “Interesting, but non-essential information.” Sometimes ELL students have difficulty separating “the important stuff” from “the interesting stuff.”





Most of the items on this list will benefit both traditional and non-traditional students. Those that will be especially helpful to ELL students will not be detrimental to the native English speakers.


	Keep in mind that speaking slowly does not mean that you can’t show enthusiasm for your subject. Use expressions and gestures to show your enthusiasm instead of speaking more rapidly. Of course, when using gestures, be aware that some may be offensive to the students. If  a student reacts or seems uncomfortable by a gesture you make, explain what the gesture means in this country. 





Assessment:


	When designing ways to assess your students’ learning, make sure your objectives are clear both to you and to your students. For example, if you have the students write a paper to show what they learned in the class, make your requirements and criteria clear. Here again, the adage “Quality is more important than quantity” becomes important. Which is most important, the length of the paper or the ability of the student to apply the concepts covered by the class.


	Instead of saying, “The paper must be ten-to-twenty pages long,” you might say, “I want you to appropriately use as many of the vocabulary terms we covered as you possibly can. Usually, it takes most students ten pages to do this properly. I’m not as concerned about the length; however, as I am about how well you understand the material.”


	When asking students to define vocabulary terms, keep in mind that if they actually followed the direction to “use your own words,” they might be defining them in another language. If you really want them to show how well they understand the terms, have them use them properly in describing examples. When we learn new languages, we develop our vocabulary by learning the words we will use most often. Each field of study tends to use the language in a unique way. ELL students not only need to learn the definitions, they also have to learn the grammar involved. One way of doing this is to learn phrases rather than terms, which leads these students to rely heavily on the way the terms are used in the book.


	Avoid giving multiple choice or True/False tests. Many times, answering these types of questions properly depends more on understanding subtleties of the language than the concepts of the course. Short answer, Fill in the Blanks, and essay tests often provide a clearer picture of a student’s understanding.





Conclusion:


	Following the approach outlined above will create a positive learning environment where the students will feel more comfortable expressing themselves. As this occurs, listen to the exchanges they begin to have with one another. You will find that, as they develop a better understanding of each other as individuals, they will also develop an appreciation on each other's cultures.


	Sometimes, when I relate my early teaching experiences, I am asked how I learned about the cultures of my students. I point out that it took time, but eventually the students I worked with became comfortable enough to discuss their customs and beliefs. This seldom happened in response to a direct question ("Why are you so uncomfortable about having someone look you in the eye?"), but more often it was in response to my giving information about my background ("In my culture, we consider eye contact an important way to gauge someone's honesty. When someone won't look us in the eye, we think they are trying to hide something.").


	I learned even more when I had students working together in small groups. Instead of sitting in the front of the room, I move from group to group. If I am asked questions, I answer them, and if the students seem to need a little direction, or if the ELL students seem to be sitting apart and not participating, I might offer suggestions or ask them questions. Usually, I sit quietly and listen to their discussions.


	When the students feel they are learning and doing well in the class, they are more likely to have the confidence needed to open up to one another. This does not mean that standards should be lowered to make students feel better. Indeed, they typically feel cheated when they don't feel challenged. Maintain high standards, and provide the means for the students to achieve them.
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