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Introduction


For this report, I interviewed two high school English teachers, Ms. S and Ms. C.  Both shed some light on the practical concerns of diversity, inclusion and technology in the classroom.

Ms. S


Ms. S says that diversity is just a fact of life in her classes.  It isn’t something she really thinks about consciously, but she does take it into account when planning lessons.  For example, she has to take into account the high LEP population and diversity of cultural interests.  When I have observed in her class, I have seen her relate literature to cultural references her students can relate to.

Inclusion takes a lot more of her conscious energy.  Unlike the process described in the book, she is not included in the decision-making process for special needs students.  She just gets a stack of forms detailing which modifications or accommodations must be made for which students, and she is to keep a log of her actual application of these modifications.  It is a lot of extra work for her, but she says it helps her understand each student’s needs better.  I am a little apprehensive about this process because it is so cumbersome; however, I don’t think it’s a good idea to simply shuttle these students off into a “special needs” class because that special needs teacher would simply have the same problems of trying to accommodate each student’s individual challenges.  I also don’t think it’s good, for example, to send a mildly ADD student to a “special ed” class when slight modifications would help him succeed in the regular classroom.  So, I suppose the best way to look at it is that these students will be in my class no matter what, and it is better to be informed of their needs and how to meet them rather than simply try to drag them along blindly with the other 90% of the class.  It’s more work, but it will serve the students better and help them succeed.

Ms. S doesn’t use a lot of technology in her classroom except for email and grade-tracking.  She would like to incorporate it more, but the available resources and classroom setup are big negative factors.  For example, she cannot use PowerPoint presentations because she doesn’t have a projector for the computer, and the plugins for the sole classroom computer are in the back of the room.  Teachers can reserve a computer classroom for special lessons, but she said her classes are normally too large – there aren’t enough computers to go around.  Since I hope to teach at the same school and would like to incorporate computers on a regular basis, I may need to insinuate myself into a committee which addresses these logistical problems. 

Ms. C

Having a diverse student population in her classroom requires Ms. C to be innovative in her methods of delivering instruction.  Just this year she counted students from 9 different countries represented in just one regular (non-Advanced Placement) English class.  These were kids who were either immigrants or first generation Americans, and they had many levels of proficiency with the English language.   She said the most important thing with these kids is socialization.  She always tries to pair kids, or put them in groups, not necessarily of like languages.  This has been effective for her since kids will usually rise to the challenge of helping each other when expectations are that they will.  She has no problems with these kids retaking tests, working together on a test, or collaborating on projects.  With the class mentioned above, she even gave a quiz after the first few days of school and asked questions like, “Maria’s home country is ___”, or “What two languages does Denes speak?”, or “On what continent is the country where Esme comes from?”  These kids seemed to really appreciate the recognition, and it sparked conversation in the classroom.  The natives became curious about someone who knew a “strange” language, or came from a country they had never heard of.  She also teaches a unit in American literature on immigration, so these become built-in teachable moments for her.

Ms. C modifies assignments for ESL students, just as she does her CMC, BAC, 504, and other special classifications.  She has no problem consulting with the ESL teachers and keeping them apprised of assignments they are working on.  Lecture is not effective with these kids, so she finds herself having to be more creative to provide more visual methods of presentation.  

Usually the Advanced Placement classes, which include just as many immigrants or first-generation Americans, have fewer problems in understanding.   She speculates that this is because they have had success at earlier ages or because the parents have encouraged them, and continue to support them, through high expectations. 

Inclusion is a sticky issue for Ms. C, just as for Ms. S.  Kids from CMC, BAC, 504, etc. classifications are more difficult to teach because of the diversity of their problems.  She said they have a great Special Education department with a supportive, very interactive staff, and they provide the modifications for each student.  There is considerably more paperwork on these kids.  The positive in this scenario is that there is less likelihood of a language barrier in communicating with parents than in the ESL population.  Again, group work, repetition, retakes, reminders, and information presented in several formats is important.  

Ms. C said that computers are a very necessary evil.  She sees herself as kind of a dinosaur in the profession, and a “cybersaurus” in the classroom.  The kids know far more than she does about computers.  They do help in recordkeeping of every kind and purpose, but mostly what has changed is the ability to communicate with parents, other faculty and administration.  Sometimes students have sent her assignments via e-mail, which is fine with her.  Certainly the innovations that have made class presentations more interesting are a definite plus.  However, on the negative side is when kids have prepared projects using technology and the classroom has equipment that is not compatible, or perhaps just cantankerous enough to be not working on the day of presentation.  That forces her to be thinking on my feet constantly.  But, over the years, the kids have gotten more techno savvy and that makes it easier to troubleshoot when there are problems.  

To conclude, Ms. C stated that Special Ed (inclusion) impacts her teaching the most because of the breadth of problems she may encounter.  Diversity impacts her teaching the least because she can always find ways to reach these kids.  The majority seem more receptive to wanting instruction.  

Conclusion


These interviews really opened my eyes to the practical realities of diversity, inclusion, and technology in the classroom.  To some extent, I have already been prepared to teach to a diverse population because of the way my English professors at UTA have approached texts.  However, it was very useful to hear what these teachers had to say about the paperwork and lesson planning that go along with inclusion and to find out what kinds of barriers there can be to using technology in the classroom.  I hope to learn more in particular about how to address special needs in the classroom.

