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Abstract

Drawing from critical and postcolonial theoretical perspectives, this paper demonstrates how a
teacher educator has implemented some experiential strategies in order to encourage pre-service
teachers to challenge their largely unexamined, deficit thinking regarding their English as an
Additional Language (EAL) students. Teacher educators preparing teachers to work effectively
and equitably in a linguistically, culturally and racially diverse context can employ teaching

strategies described in this paper.
Introduction

| think that for the most part, immigrant students are seen as immigrants first and
students second - that their being is defined principally in terms of difference... | think
that the wider societal perception of immigrant students is that these students are in some
way deficient in being fully able to participate in the dominant culture - that there is an
implicit 'disconnect’ with the nuances of native spoken language; while 1 know this is not
the case for these students, | have seen evidence of this perception'. (online reflection by

a pre-service teacher)

The above quote illustrates the identification by a pre-service teacher of deficit thinking, evident
in dominant social, cultural, and institutional narratives that underpin the representations of
immigrant students in the literature, media, curriculum documents, and in teachers’ daily

interactions with immigrant students.

Beginning in 2003, | became a teacher educator at the undergraduate and graduate levels.
Throughout this 11-year period | have developed and facilitated purposeful educational

experiences in all of my courses which are intended to challenge pre-service and in-service
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educators to rethink and reconceptualize the ways in which schools develop and structure formal
and informal educational policies regarding ‘the position’ meaning the ranking, rating and
valuing/devaluing of immigrant, English as an Additional Language (EAL). Drawing from
critical and postcolonial theoretical perspectives and further exemplified with the inclusion of
examples from my earlier study (Guo, 2012a, 2012b) and university teaching of pre-service
teachers, this paper demonstrates how | have implemented some experiential strategies in order
to encourage pre-service teachers to challenge their largely unexamined, deficit thinking
regarding their EAL. Teacher educators preparing teachers to work effectively and equitably in a
linguistically, culturally and racially diverse context can employ teaching strategies described in

this paper.
Context: National and local snapshots

Immigration is now the main source of Canada’s population growth. This has significant
implications for Canadian school systems, and for the preparation of teachers. According to the
2011 Census, almost 6.6 million people, that is, about one out of every five people in Canada,
speaks a language other than English or French as their mother tongue (Statistics Canada, 2012).
Moreover, the long-term prospect for this population is continued growth (Statistics Canada,
2010). Calgary is the largest recipient of immigrants and English as an additional language
(EAL) students in Alberta, and the fourth largest such urban area in Canada, after Toronto,
Vancouver, and Montreal. The number of EAL students in schools is growing rapidly. In
Alberta, for example, there were 14,673 EAL students enrolled in provincial schools in 1989 — a
figure that rose to 79,981 in 2013 (Alberta Education, 2013). The Calgary Board of Education
enrolled about 26,637 EAL learners in 2013, which currently represents over 25% of the total
student population in the public board. It is a typical enrolment pattern that is found in other

provinces such as British Columbia (llieva, 2013).

Given the increasing linguistic and cultural diversity of the Canadian population, existing
teacher education programs cannot prepare sufficient numbers of teacher specialists for the EAL
school population. This strongly suggests that all teachers need to be prepared to teach the EAL
population. The preparation of teachers, however, has not yet caught up to these demographic
changes. Pre-service teachers still tend to be white, middle-class, female and monolingual

(Hodgkinson, 2002). Today’s immigrant students are mostly from Asia, Africa, the Middle East,
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Central and South America, and the Caribbean (Statistics Canada, 2013). This cultural, racial,
and linguistic divide between teachers and students has major implications for appropriate
teacher education. Most teacher preparation programs, however, neglect the needs of EAL
students. Indeed, most classroom teachers have not received the preparation required to help
EAL learners achieve their best. As Garnett (2012, p. 18) noted: “Even after nearly two decades
of large scale immigration, many mainstream teachers retain two characteristics: (a) inadequate
training for meeting the needs of ESL students, and (b) the related belief that ESL students are
not their responsibility.” A report on ESL education in Ontario states: “The state of ESL in large,
multi-ethnic school boards is abysmal, and, in essence, a betrayal of the public trust. The reality
is that ESL students are denied access to supports necessary for their academic success” (Meyer,
2003, p.3).

Critical examination of deficit thinking: a synthesis

EAL students bring their languages, cultures, religions, and educational backgrounds to
our schools, enriching our educational environments. However, many pre-service teachers use
deficit-oriented discourses, highlighting EAL students’ inability to speak English and their
difficulties in communicating in schools. Deficient thinking includes overgeneralizations about:
students’ family backgrounds, having very low expectations of students’ achievements, creating
caring classroom environments often, at the expense of students’ academic successes, and as
importantly, holding mainstream monocultural views of appropriate childrearing practices and
criteria for school success. Many pre-service teachers believe that many of their EAL students’
educational risks and vulnerabilities could be linked to adverse sociocultural factors such as
poverty, limited English proficiency, and racial or ethnic minority status. For example, some
student teachers made comments such as: “Today a lot of these kids are from immigrant homes.
They have parents who don’t speak English” (Guo, 2012b). As such, these generalizations
perpetuate the traditional missionary perspective that EAL children and families are deficient and
in need of remediation. Deficit thinking about immigrants and their children permeates

mainstream society, and is largely mirrored in public schools.

It is important for teacher educators to engage student teachers to actively resist deficit
perceptions of EAL learners, whereby “the inability to speak standard English is oftentimes

equated with low levels of cognitive functioning” (Goodwin & Macdonald, 1997, p. 212). In my
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university classes, we discuss how difference is perceived as deficit, and how that leads to
devaluation of EAL children’s and their families’ knowledge (Guo, 2009). Accordingly, the rich
cultural, linguistic, and religious knowledge of EAL students is often unrecognized by teachers
and school administrators (Cummins et al., 2005). These forms of non-recognition of immigrant
students prior knowledge, is similar to the non-recognition of their parents’ educational
qualifications, and expertise in the workplace (Guo, 2009). Deficit thinking can be attributed to
misconceptions of difference, and lack of knowledge about different cultures (Guo, 2009;
Honneth, 1995). A deficit model of difference leads to the belief that difference is equal to
deficiency, and that the knowledge of others - particularly those from developing countries - is
incompatible, inferior, and hence invalid (Abdi, 2007; Dei, 1996). If pre-service teachers hold
these attitudes, even tacitly, they may fail to recognize and make use of EAL students’ prior

knowledge.

Some pre-service teachers, indeed, recognize the importance of critical self-examination.

One student teacher stated, quite rightly:

| think the starting point for good teaching is to turn a critical eye inward and become

aware of our assumptions and where they are coming from. (online reflection)

As MacPherson et al. (2004) suggest, teachers need to develop the ability to move “across
cultures in a way that is tolerant of conflicting perspectives and deeply respectful of people’s
lived differences” (p. 5). This ability requires that teachers move beyond learning about other
groups to reach the stage of examining the cultural contexts that have influenced their own
behavior, attitudes, and beliefs (Mujawamariya & Mahrouse, 2004; Solomon & Levine-Rasky,
2003).

Feeling unprepared

Some pre-service teachers in an earlier study (Guo, 2012b) were shocked to see the large
number of EAL students in the schools to which they were assigned for their practicum (field

experiences):

My school was almost on the border between the southeast and northeast. |1 would

describe the area as fairly low socio-economic, transient, and with a high immigrant
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population. The school population was about 300 children from preschool through grade
3. The school has about 70% of its population considered ESL. In my own classroom |

came up with a number of 69%. (online reflection)

My school was in the central NW with a primarily middle to low upper-class population.
There were about 600 students with 80-90% ESL population overall. My classes reflected

those numbers. (online reflection)

Pre-service teachers commented that there was not enough training offered in teaching EAL in
their on-campus courses. Similar findings were reported in other studies (Batt, 2008; Flores &
Smith, 2008; O’Neal, Ringler & Rodriguez, 2008). O’Neal, Ringler and Rodriguez (2008)’s
interviews of 24 rural elementary teachers in North Carolina indicated that the teachers’
perceptions were that instruction in teaching EAL was not important in their teacher preparation

and they were not being adequately prepared to teach EAL students.

Many pre-service teachers in my study (Guo, 2012b) reported that they felt helpless
because they did not know how to support EAL children. For example, one pre-service teacher

reported:

| had a student come into my grade 3 classroom in my first year practicum from Poland
partway into the school year. This poor student was given very little support from my
partner teacher and was reduced to reading baby-books with pictures to help him to learn
some of the basic vocabulary. This student did not speak a word within the school setting
(not in English or Polish) and yet was very much present behind his eyes. | always
wondered how we could reach him, how we could incorporate him within our classroom
without dumbing him down or making him look stupid. | always knew that he
understood more than he was letting on, but felt that he was afraid to open up or attempt
English in class for fear of ridicule for mistakes. | wanted so badly to be able to give
him some sort of support so that he could make connections within the classroom and the
curriculum but it was very challenging, especially as time went on and he began to show
behaviour issues within the room as he was no doubt frustrated and angry with us. (online

reflection)

Some pre-service teachers felt overwhelmed. One pre-service teacher wrote:
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The idea of teaching a child that is recently immigrated to Canada was frightening and
often brought along some anxiety as a teacher. How could I communicate with a child

who does not speak English? How would | handle the language barrier? (Guo, 2012b)

Some pre-service teachers chose to ignore EAL students and furthermore, perceived the
difficulties faced by EAL students as evidence that there is something wrong with these students.
One stated:

Having always been a member of the dominant language group, they did not have the
experience of having to learn and communicate in a language they are completely
unfamiliar with. Furthermore, because of privilege, they were able to ignore rather than
empathize with ESL students. There was an idea that they could improve their situation
without much difficulty... They see these difficulties faced by ESL students as evidence

that there is something wrong with them. (online reflection)

In my university teaching, | often used a language shock activity to challenge pre-service
teachers to better understand what it feels like to be an EAL student. The students were asked to
follow my directions in Chinese in an activity. They were also asked to observe their peers’
physical reactions and share their emotional responses at the end of the activity. | noticed that
some of them very quickly, became frustrated and asked me if | could switch to English. This
language shock activity provided an opportunity for the student teachers to experience firsthand
what it was like to be an EAL student. In the course evaluation, students commented “I didn't
truly feel what it was like for EAL students to sit and learn in class until Yan forced us into that
situation.” Another student commented that “rather than talk about how “it's hard for immigrant
students to fit in without English”, she [Yan] would do class exercises in other languages so we
really feel the exclusion that the students feel.” Another student reported: “I really liked the
activity where she [Yan] spoke Mandarin to us as a class because it helped show how difficult it
is to be a new EAL student.” | also hoped that they would become more sensitive to their

students’ dilemmas when later addressing the affective needs of their own EAL students.

Challenging discrimination of southern accents
One of the major dilemmas is that some EAL children speak English with nontraditional

accents. Accordingly, despite significant differences in regional accents in Canada, USA, and
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UK, such differences are allowed. Interestingly, it is the accents from the southern countries
which are highlighted, and perceived to be different from the standard Canadian English accent
spoken on CBC. Difference, is unfortunately, perceived to be a marker of unintelligence. This is

evident in the following reflections by the pre-service teachers in my earlier study:

For example, if | am teaching a student with a strong accent, | find myself generalizing
that the students’ English comprehension may in some way lack fluency. I know that this
is not the case, but I cannot help changing the way in which | speak to these students. I
think that the wider societal perception of immigrant students is that these students are in
some way deficient in being fully able to participate in the dominant culture- that there is

a implicit 'disconnect’ with the nuance of native spoken language. (online reflection)

Regarding language issues and communicating with those whom I didn’t share the same
language with, | often had to fight with my first feeling that, because someone did not
respond appropriately or use simpler language, that they were somehow less intelligent. |
was embarrassed when | realized that I thought this way and even more embarrassed
when I felt my relationship improved when the other person’s English improved. (online

reflection)

In challenging the notion that accents are equated with unintelligence, I invited the
student teachers to read an essay “Mother Tongue” by Amy Tan (1990), a well-known American
writer. In this essay Tan recalls that when she was young she felt ashamed of her mother’s
English. She was embarrassed because she usually, had to accompany her mother to her
appointments, and translate for her. Much later she realized that her mother’s “broken” English
was not a marker of unintelligence. On the contrary, her “simple” English reveals “her intent,
her passion, her imagery, the rhythms of her speech and the nature of her thoughts” (Tan, 1990,
n.p.). Eventually, Tan claimed her mother’s linguistic and cultural heritage with pride. She
realized that it was not her mother who was unintelligent, but the false stereotype of immigrants
held by the larger society. I used this essay in order to, raise the following questions with the
class: Why was Tan ashamed of her mother’s English when she was young? In your field
experience, did you think that EAL students felt ashamed of their English accents? What did you
do to support EAL students? What made Tan change her perception of her mother’s English?
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Explain what Tan means by "different Englishes.” Describe the differences between the way Tan
viewed her mother's "simple” English, in contrast with, the way the rest of society viewed her

mother's "broken™ English. How did Tan struggle with these conflicting views?

As importantly, | also read a key part of Amy Tan’s (1989) novel, The Joy Luck Club
with the class. Rose, the American-born daughter, like her mother, sacrifices her own desires in
order to make her husband happy. But one day her husband, Ted, grows tired of her and makes
his final decision-to divorce her. Rose, is suddenly abandoned, without her husband, the
decision-maker, she does not know what to do. She goes to a psychiatrist for help, which her
mother thinks is quite foolish. She tells her daughter that “a mother is best. A mother knows

what is inside you...a psyche-atricks will only make you hulihudu (or hulihutu ¥ ER#%R)

make you see heimongmong (or heimengmeng 2£%2%%)  (p. 210). Rose’s mother uses

Chinese expressions not only to preserve her right to speak Chinese, but also to suggest to her
daughter that her Chinese way of thinking is better than that of Rose’s American trained
psychiatrist. The Chinese expressions also enable an important cultural connection between
mother and daughter. To her surprise, Rose realizes that “it was true. Lately I had been feeling
hulihudu . And everything around me seemed to be heimongmong. These were words | had
never thought about in English terms. I suppose the closest meaning would be ‘confused’ and
‘dark fog™” (p. 210). Rose’s mother has thus been able to point out what is wrong with her
daughter, namely, that Rose is disoriented because she has lost her lodestar/polestar, her fixed
point of reference, her husband. In order to help her daughter to learn to make a choice for
herself, Rose’s mother tells her daughter about her own life in China. She tells her how she
learned to shout at those who tried to silence her. She simply asks her daughter: “Why do you
not speak up for yourself?” (p. 216). After having learned her mother’s story, Rose comes to
understand the significance of finding one’s voice. Later she listens to her mother and learns to
shout, too. She realizes that for fifteen years she had lived in the shadow of her husband and has
lost her own voice. She has been contented with not having a say for herself. Now she hears her
own voice again as she tells Ted firmly: “You can’t just pull me out of your life and throw me
away” (p. 219). I used this dialogue as an example to demonstrate how the Chinese mother’s

playful and creative pun, ‘psyche-atricks’, and the use of her Chinese words explicitly reveal her
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intent, her sense of humour, and her wisdom. This effectively, dispels societal stereotypes which

link intelligence and one’s accent.

English only and resultant devaluation of students’ first language

As stated earlier, the local public school board had more than 26,637 EAL students,

currently representing about 25% of student population. There were at least 140 different

languages spoken by the EAL students. The languages most spoken at home by EAL families

were Arabic, Cantonese, Mandarin, Punjabi and Urdu (in an undergraduate course in 2014)

Despite multilingual realities, “our school system, from curriculum to assessment to teacher

preparation is predicated on a monolingual bias” (online reflection). Several schools adopted an

English only policy, evident in the following statements:

One of the school rules is ENGLISH ONLY throughout the entire building. Students
have received lectures from various members of administration for not speaking English
in the common areas or in classrooms on their break time. Teachers also receive lectures

for not enforcing this rule. (online reflection)

When | asked the principal at my last practicum about children’s first language, she told
me, ‘Oh, they don’t use their mother language much here. Only to swear, and we pretend

we don’t” hear’. (online reflection)

| noticed in my practicum that there were a few students who had emigrated from the
same country (Mexico) and they would often help one another by translating certain
words or phrases. However, my partner teacher would interject and say ‘In English

please...we only speak English in this class.” (online reflection)

The pre-service teachers stated that even though in some schools ‘English only’ was not publicly

promoted, in practice the partner teachers appeared to have a fear of different languages. A focus

group reported that:

For those people who are unilingual | think they almost feel threatened sometimes or they

feel out of their comfort zone. I think a lot of teachers struggle with that. (focus group)
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My partner teacher said: “I know the kids are saying stuff but | don’t know what they’re
saying. I don’t know if they are insulting me. I don’t know if they’re actually working.”

(focus group)

Some parents supported the ‘English only’ policy and practice. They believed that their children
should speak only English, and discouraged the use of the first/home language:

We had a little guy in our class whose parents were English language learners. But they
had that belief that we do not want to teach him our home language. So they would only
speak to him in English at home and so his language skills were so underdeveloped
compared to his cognitive abilities because his only exposure to language was in a
language his parents don’t naturally speak, so just all the complexities of language he was
never exposed to from birth till age five when he came to kindergarten so you know it

can have a pretty detrimental effect if things like that happen. (focus group)

In my class, we critiqued the monolingual principle (Howatt, 1984), which emphasizes
“instructional use of the target language (TL) to the exclusion of students’ home language (L1),
with the goal of enabling learners to think in the TL with minimal interference from the L1”
(Cummins, 2009, p. 317). Some teachers believe firmly that the student’s first-language
interferes with effective second-language learning, and school achievement. They believe that
students should be taught exclusively in English in schools (Garcia-Navarez, Stafford & Arias,
2005). This belief has been refuted by many scholars (Coelho, 2004; Cummins, 2009). However,
the English only policy adopted in some schools suggests many administrators and teachers still
strongly hold such a belief. For example, one pre-service teacher wrote: “I saw the English only
policy being enforced several times and it became this taboo to be caught even whispering in any
language other than English. [ wasn’t comfortable with that. It felt like I was taking away
somebody’s right to communicate” (online reflection). There is no empirical evidence to support
the claim that English is best taught monolingually. Educators must abolish the damaging view
that stamping out immigrant students’ languages will somehow ensure educational success. They
need to recognize students’ first languages as an important component of their identity, a useful
tool for thinking and learning, and a valuable medium for effective communication in the family

and the community.
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Critiquing the “dominant discourses of schooling as an English monolingual,
multicultural space” (Giampapa, 2010, p. 416), | invited pre-service teachers to examine their
own attitudes toward EAL students’ first language. Some pre-service teachers said that they were

blind to EAL students’ multilingual abilities. One wrote:

I don’t view my students as bilingual or multilingual speakers. | view them all as
children. I can’t say that it crosses my mind to think of them in that way. (online

reflection)

Others offered a good critique of the ‘English only’ policy in their practicum schools, but did not
take sides in the ongoing debate which has continued in Canada and the US for a very long time.

A few indicated that:

It seems to me that the emphasis in schools seems to get the students to speak English at
the expense of their own language. It seems to be an either-or instead of both. (online

reflection)

| think that effectively outlawing the use of native languages in a classroom or school
only serves to make those languages seem shameful to the children who possess them.
On the other hand, it could be exclusionary to the children and teachers who do not speak

those languages. (online reflection)

Some pre-service teachers wanted to use students’ first language, but were discouraged by their

partner teachers since their partner teachers were not comfortable with students’ first language:

| was asking this little boy if he would share his language but my partner teacher steered
me right off that right away and you could tell that the other kids were getting excited
they — half the class speaks another language but she didn’t say but she actually directed

the questions around it and I just felt that she wasn’t comfortable delving into that area

with the kids. (focus group)

Some bilingual pre-service teachers related to their own experience about how they felt their
cultural identity was devalued when they were discouraged from speaking their first languages:
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In fact, | helped another ESL student in high school, of the same language translate a
project and | was scorned for disruptive behaviour. In that moment I felt stripped of my
culture and my identity and | thoroughly resented the school as a result of it. (online

reflection)

When | was in the elementary school | was often one of two Asian students in the
classroom and although I was not considered ESL, | never felt comfortable nor was |
encouraged to speak my first language. If anything I was afraid to speak it because | was
scared | would get in trouble by the teacher. This in turn made me feel ashamed of my
first language and | remember feeling like school would be easier for me if | was
Caucasian, which highly influenced my growing up as | hated speaking my native
language and refused to practice it unless | was talking to my parents. This is a huge
regret of mine because I don’t speak my first language as well as | could have. | wish my
teachers encouraged me to embrace my culture and language when | was a child or at

least made me feel that my native language was important. (online reflection)

These pre-service teachers’ own experience in school helped them identify with EAL students.
As students it was obvious to them that their first languages were seen as inferior and their
teachers did not encourage them to speak their first languages in school. They were caught in a
situation that coercive relations of power that traditionally oppressed minority by subordinating
the first languages of EAL students (Cummins, 2000).

From monolingualism to multilingualism

It is important for teacher educators to help pre-service teachers to shift their perceptions
that multilingualism is a problem to be solved, instead of seeing it as a valuable resource.
Concerns often expressed by teachers regarding the use of students’ first languages in classrooms
may, indeed, reflect their ideological beliefs (Karathanos, 2010). As Auerbach (1993, p. 10)
notes, “whether or not we support the use of learners’ L1 is not just a pedagogical matter: It is a
political one, and the way that we address it in instruction is both a mirror of and a rehearsal for
relations of power in the broader society.” Accordingly, teacher educators need to guide future
teachers to challenge their existing, often unacknowledged, beliefs and assumptions about

students’ first language use (e.9., the students’ first language interferes with second language
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learning). A critical reflection via journaling processes, as well as, other means which include
the use of dual-language books can be implemented. The written text is in both English and
another language. In my class, I demonstrated how to use dual language books. I chose Story of
the Chinese Zodiac (+ — A ¥ AJ#=F) by Monica Chang (1994) to read both in English and
Chinese. Most of my students were not familiar with the story. It was also a good example to
demonstrate how to provide background information, as well as, how to provide culturally
relevant materials. This example illustrates how teachers can reconceptualize pedagogies that
build on students’ multilingual resources (Giampapa, 2010), whether or not, Chinese students are

in the classroom.

| was aware that some pre-service teachers felt overwhelmed by the number of languages

in the classroom. For instance, one pre-service teacher said:

It’s quite overwhelming. There are so many things a teacher is dealing with. If the parents
want to maintain the language, that’s fine. I think it would be hard, like in my class there
are so many kids and say 10 of them would speak another language at home, I don’t

know you could incorporate teaching them that. I don’t know how I would do it. (focus

group)

Ideally pre-service teachers should learn a second language. Even though they do not understand
a second language, it is important for them to create a classroom environment that is open to
different languages. | shared a story of a kindergarten teacher, a graduate student in my course,
who invited parents from 11 different languages to be part of a family reading program in her
classroom. Every Friday, she allocated 25 minutes for parent volunteers to read to small groups
of children, often from dual-language books, on their own or with a partner parent reading the
English text (Guo, 2012a). The teacher reported the increasing appreciation of the children
toward their classmates’ multilingual abilities, as well as how much the parents of these children
valued the opportunity to share their first languages and be part of the learning community. This
example validates the students’ first language within the classroom. Furthermore, it challenges
the colonial ideology associated with the superiority of speaking only one language, English,
over speaking multiple languages (Yu, 2010). Validating students’ first languages also
challenges the ascribed subordinate status of many minority groups and affirms students’

identities as being competent learners (Cummins, 2009).
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In addition to dual language books, we also explored the use of bilingual “identity texts”
(Cummins, Bismilla, Cohen, Giampapa, & Leoni et al., 2005). Identity texts refer to the product
of student creative work or performances in which their identities are reflected in a positive light.

For example, one student produced the following text (see Burwell & Lenters, 2012, slide 8):

Eid /

g -

o

People go to party’s that have food, and get money from relatives,
friends or parents! Everybedy dresses up into fancy clothes and
fancy hair dos like braids and pony tails. If you are 4-8 years old [
you can only fast half a day or not fast at all, and if you are 9 or
over you have to fast half day.

In the identity text project, EAL students, who were often, quite disengaged in writing in
English, became so engaged that they did not want to leave the classroom for recess. One

student stated in another study:

| wrote my story, | talked about my family, | practiced. | was practicing so much because
I wished I could do good. I tried to balance stuff; | worked a long, long time, and my
brother helped me. (Cummins & Stille, cited in Gallagher & Riviere, 2011, p. 12)

Through the demonstration of the effectiveness of dual language books and identity texts,
| sought to engage student teachers to challenge monolingual and monocultural perspectives in
education, and hopefully, to foster multilingual and multicultural approaches to teaching and
learning that draw from the linguistic and cultural forms of capital and include identities of
students’ and their families (Bourdieu, 1991; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).
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Some bilingual pre-service teachers became a role model for their students because they

spoke more than one language:

| told my students that English is my second language and | was still learning. So all ESL
students feel like they are very close to me and they started telling their language that
what will you say this or how will you greet in your first language...I think appreciating
or acknowledging that is their strength, because I told them if you know a second

language, this is your strength. It is not your weakness. (focus group)
Some pre-service teachers started to consider incorporating the first language of their students:

In my future teaching, I would like to incorporate the first language of my students into
their education. I am not sure exactly what I would do, but using grade 1 as an example, I
would encourage parents to read with their children using books in their first language. I
would also encourage parents to help their children with questions they have and review
work that goes home, talking about it in both their first language and English. However,

before any of this could be done, I would need to get the support of the parents. (online

reflection)

Some pre-service teachers expressed the desire to use students’ first language in their future
teaching, but were uncertain how to do so. For example, one pre-service teacher stated:

I think when you talk about environment and particularly in Early Child Education (ECE)
you talk about labeling everything, all of your play blocks and all of your buckets have
labels on it. | think you could incorporate it that way by putting multilingual names on it,
so having door in English, French, Chinese, whatever. | think those are small ways that

you can do it, but on a huge scale, I don’t know. (focus group)

Some shared experiences of how their partner teachers used their students’ first language in math

classes. For instance, one pre-service teacher reported:

My partner teacher has a great book. It was math games from different countries around
the world, some from Africa and from Asia, all these different math games. There is

culture within math you just have to really look deep into it to find it. (focus group)
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In my own classes, | encouraged students to share different math games. One student
teacher brought a math card game from Italy. She showed us how to play the card game. In doing
S0, she taught us how to say simple Italian words and how to play the card game. Student
teachers learned a practical strategy to move beyond labeling to engage students in different
subjects such as math. In my teaching, | invited the pre-service teachers who speak different
languages to count from 1 to 10. This year, we counted in 11 different languages such as
Cantonese, Mandarin, Spanish, Italian, German, Vietnamese, Dutch, Urdu, Punjabi, Nepali, and
Japanese. | recorded these different languages with the expectation that the pre-service teachers
could use it as a resource for their future teaching. I also hope that they will encourage their own

students to do the same thing in their future teaching.

Unlearning cultural privileges
In response to the question about how pre-service teachers see their own culture, some

Wonder whether they have a distinctive culture:

My family and my husband’s family are all from the United Kingdom. We are all
Caucasian, and we all speak English. We are part of the perceived majority group culture
in Canada. So in that sense, | do sometimes feel that I don’t have much of a culture

because it is so common and accepted. (online reflection)

Others revealed their attitudes of resentment:

| sometimes feel my culture is overlooked as the focus is on minority groups and
maintaining their culture...There are cultures where Canadian company will allow certain
clothing of different cultures ensuring they are respected for that part of their
culture...but then people are saying Happy Holidays during Christmas. That spirit of
saying Merry Christmas is being pulled away and a part of my culture is disappearing to
suit all cultures. I’'m saddened inside as my culture is not being respected, it’s just being

taken away. (online reflection)

This statement revealed a belief in ‘reverse racism’, and some loss of cultural, social and
religious power. They feel their unearned privileges are challenged. This white pre-service

teacher, for example, expressed the discrepancy of different sets of expectations for people from
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visible cultural minority groups, and the mainstream. She complained that the spirit of saying
Merry Christmas is being taken away, without realizing the significant influence of Christian
holidays in the school in which its attitudes, practices, procedures, policies and its very structures
privilege the dominant white EuroCanadian groups and at the same time, disadvantage members

of visible minority groups who may not be Christians (hooks 1995).

Other pre-service teachers observed that diversity was not valued beyond a surface

recognition of students’ cultures:

You just won’t get to the more deep beliefs or concerns or concepts of a culture, so it’s
very much the celebrations and the food is basically all you cover ...And especially in
such a diverse school, where you know 70% of the children are from another country,
there was very little of that showcased within the school. Both in the classrooms, in the

artwork, in the events held, there was very little | found. (focus group)

As a result, some pre-service teachers recognized that EAL students were struggling with
their cultural identity, but found it difficult to support their students’ quests because they did not

know how to do so:

| have a grade 2 student who is Canadian-born ESL and she speaks very fluent English.
But | have seen a lot of evidences of a struggle with her culture and she doesn’t really
know where she’s fitting in...Or she would lie and say she doesn’t have lunch so we will
buy her lunch in the cafeteria because she doesn’t want to eat her noodles...We were
doing fairy tales and we were doing a Chinese fairy tale and | was trying to connect it to
her. 1 asked her if she could help me pronounce the names, maybe | was doing it wrong

and she said, ‘oh, I don’t know. I’'m not Chinese.’ (focus group)

This grade 2 student felt ashamed to be publicly identified as being Chinese. She rejected her
own cultural characteristics, including her Chinese lunch, and chose to distance herself from her
ethnic group. Another pre-service teacher related this story to her own schooling experience:
“During my school years, I never told anyone about my father or my Turkish heritage as I was
afraid that | would be ridiculed” (online reflection). Goodwin (1997, p. 126) referred to this
behaviour as internalization: “it is a consequence of rejection whereby people who are

marginalized and excluded begin to see themselves in those terms and to define others of color in
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those terms as well.” This incident made the pre-service teacher think about how she will explore

the concept and reality of identity in her own classroom:

| think that in my class if I could investigate identity. What does it mean? What is our
idea of identity and all the different parts that come in there? So that she would
understand there are many different parts to your identity. You’re not just one thing. She
doesn’t have to choose between Canadian and Chinese and she can be proud of that and

bring it into herself. (focus group)

I have one Arabic boy who has been difficult to get through to — in lots of ways he is
disrespectful. I would interpret that as ‘he doesn’t respect me because I am a woman, and
that is part of his culture,” but honestly, although it has taken some work on my part to
befriend this boy, as he has gotten to know me over the past couple of months, he has
come to respect me —so | believe I can overcome that cultural barrier through

relationship. (online reflection)

In my teaching, | invited student teachers to see beyond the “heroes and holidays”
approach to culture to recognize that culture embraces language, identity, relationships, beliefs
and ways of knowing and learning (Lee, Menkart, & Okazawa-Rey, 2007). It is important for
student teachers to critically examine the cultural contexts that influenced the development of
their own attitudes and beliefs (Mujawamariya & Mahrouse 2004; Solomon and Levine-Rasky
2003). Some pre-service teachers are able to understand their own privileges. One stated that
‘much of my culture is based on European traditions brought over to Canada years ago. This has
largely focused on Christian holidays, values and beliefs that have strongly influenced how |
think” (online reflection). They are able to understand their own biases such as ‘my way of doing
things was normal’ (online reflection). Hopefully, such self-awareness helps them to “challenge
Eurocentric beliefs and practices and move from a position that assumes a singular, monocultural
reality, to adopting a worldview that is respectful of multiple belief systems” (Guo, Arthur &
Lund, 2009, p. 574).

Naming racism

In addition to linguistic and cultural diversity, the local school board had students from

different racial backgrounds. However, many pre-service teachers were reluctant to engage in
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discussion of race and racism, a phenomenon noted by other researchers (Egbo, 2011; Milner,
2006; Pollock, 2001). Being mindful that how teachers construct race impacts significantly their
practice and their interactions with students, | invited student teachers to pay attention to racial
discrimination in their field experience. Reflecting on their own practicum experiences, some

pre-service teachers noticed that EAL children were excluded by their peers in the classroom:

In some group activities and games, some new immigrant children in our class were
discriminated by their classmates likely because they were new and also because they
couldn’t speak much English; other children didn’t want to be in the same group with

them. (online reflection)
Some pre-service teachers chose to remain silent about racist remarks:

There was a recent incident that occurred in my school where one child discriminated
against another child. The first child called the other child ‘weird’ because of his race (he

explicitly said you are weird because you are xxx). (online reflection)

A teacher got very angry at a Muslim boy who she perceived as being disrespectful of a

female student in the class, and in her outburst, called him a pig. (online reflection)

I actually heard some teachers make racist remarks to boys who have a turban. I didn’t

say anything because I didn’t want to rock the boat. (online reflection)

The above quotes show individual expressions of racist prejudice based on the intersection of
race, language, and culture (Kubota, 2015). These pre-service teachers were uncomfortable to
disrupt the racialized statements. They did not want to “rock the boat” and retreated to silence.
Edbo (2011, p. 32) referred to this behaviour as “engaging the discourse of silence” about
racism. Keeping silent about issues of race will make them complicit in the perpetuation of

individual and institutional racism.

One student teacher participant blamed the failure of EAL students for their lack of

working hard:

If they (EAL students) weren’t learning English, it was because they weren’t doing
enough; they needed to study harder, they needed to take initiative entirely on their own
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to approach others, and so on. ‘If I can speak English, then so can they!” (online

reflection)

Many of the pre-service student teachers shared a similar attitude: individual merit, ability, and
effort meant success. They failed to recognize that possession of ‘non-merit’, inherited factors,
such as wealth, social and cultural capital, and other social conditions give some groups privilege
over others (Dei, 2008). They failed to recognize that the school generates its attitudes, practices
and structures which can privilege the dominant white group and may disadvantage members of
visible minority groups (Hooks, 1995). By not realizing the impact of school culture and other
socio-cultural conditions, some student teachers, effectively removed themselves from the

systemic change process.

Other pre-service teachers noticed that there was a lack of systemic support for EAL

students. According to one pre-service teacher:

In my practicum school, 70% of the children are from another country. At the beginning
of the year they had a funding cutback, and the first thing they did was to eliminate the
ESL teacher. (focus group)

In my classes we discuss how current fiscal provisions privilege some groups and create
inequalities (Young, 1995, 2008). In 2013, Alberta Education reduced EAL funding to five
years, down from seven years previously (Alberta Education, 2013a). This funding cap for
additional support is the “most recent example of a systemic, structural barrier to equitable
treatment” (McCarthy & Foxx, 2001, p. 6). EAL learners present a wide range of needs, such as
refugees who may have never attended school prior to immigrating and who take more than five
years to acquire academic English. Yet, interestingly, there are no similar caps on financial
support of Learning Assistance, or Gifted Education (Wild et al., 2007). Funding for EAL
services in Alberta is not targeted to meet the needs of minority students. Accordingly, funding
can be redirected to other expenses such as utilities and maintenance (Wild et al., 2007). There
are no spending requirements concerning the $1178.10 allocated provincially, for each eligible
EAL student, in the Alberta school districts (Alberta Education, 2013b). In fact, enhanced
funding was discontinued in September 2011 (Alberta Education, 2011). In these ways, the

current funding policies, in fact, set the grounds for potential educational inequities and abuses.
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Summary of Strategies

Bearing in mind information from the literature and previous study, the following
strategies and activities can be used to support and encourage pre-service teachers to work
effectively and equitably in a linguistically, culturally and racially diverse school context.
Strategies include:

e Adopting a language shock activity to challenge pre-service teachers to better understand
what it feels like to be an EAL student;

e Discussing the essay “Mother Tongue” by Amy Tan (1990) in order to challenge accent
discrimination and the limited perceptions of “broken English”;

e Discussing Amy Tan’s (1989) novel, The Joy Luck Club to gain a better understanding of
immigration experiences, and as importantly, to understand the value of immigrant
parents’ aspirations for their children;

e Inviting pre-service teachers to examine their own attitudes toward EAL students’ first
language in order to, challenge their monolingual thinking;

e Demonstrating how to use dual language books by reading for example, the Story of the
Chinese Zodiac by Monica Chang (1994) in English and Chinese to illustrate multilingual
practices;

e Sharing the experience of the teacher who invited parents, grandparents, and community
members to her classroom to read dual language books to students in order to,
demonstrate multilingual practices;

e Inviting pre-service teachers to count in different languages to validate the multilingual
abilities of their future students;

e Incorporating a student’s original identity text in English and Urdu in order to build on
their future students’ linguistic capital;

e Inviting pre-service teachers to share math games from different cultures to demonstrate

how to integrate some aspects of their future students’ cultures in several subjects.
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Conclusion

These strategies can be used by other teacher educators. Ways of working with
linguistically and culturally diverse learners should be woven throughout teacher education
programs (Vanthuyne & Clark, 2015). Accordingly, teacher education programs in today’s
highly diverse immigration contexts must be reconceptualized. It is essential to address what it
means to teach in multilingual, multicultural, and multiracial schools. Further to the development
of interlinguistic and intercultural competences, | argued elsewhere (Guo, Arthur & Lund, 2009),
that it is necessary to implement antiracism education in teacher education so as to overcome an
underlying but pervasive fear of difference. The label of difference should be deconstructed and
reconstructed. There is a need to move from viewing differences as deficits to understanding and
appreciating differences as the most fundamental trait of humanity. Such differences, are
positive, and enrich our lives (Abdi, Shultz, & Purton, 2012). From this perspective, educators
need to see immigrant students as capable of achieving their potential, and their well-being.
From this perspective, it is important to understand the significant knowledge possessed by many
EAL students, including their linguistic and cultural backgrounds. It is important for teacher
educators to help pre-service teachers to shift their representations of multilingualism from being
‘a problem to be solved,’ to seeing students as being intelligent, and resourceful, who know how
to navigate, and survive difficult life challenges. Pre-service teachers need to unlearn their
privileges. They need to recognize and make use of the knowledge of immigrant students. It is
also important for teacher educators to support pre-service teachers in developing a critical
awareness of cultural and racial discrimination, and the deep seated school policies, attitudes and

beliefs which underlie it.
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