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Abstract 

 

How Teachers’ Beliefs About Language and Language Instruction 

Influence Learning 

 

 

 

 

Michelle Kristyn Fowler, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Melissa Mosley 

 

Using Nacon & Cole’s (2009) three ideologies of diversity, I look closely at how 

teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about language and culture influence learning.  Through 

reviewing the research collected over the past eleven years, I seek to answer the 

following questions: What have researchers found and concluded about how teachers 

should approach language instruction in linguistically diverse classrooms?  What is the 

relationship between language instruction and the language ideologies of the classroom 

teacher, and how do these ideologies impact the learning that occurs? 
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How Teachers’ Beliefs about Language and Language Instruction Influence  

         Learning 

Introduction 

Between the years of 1969 and 1978, Shirley Brice Heath (1983) dedicated 

herself to learning how the White working-class community of Roadville and the African 

American working-class community of Trackton learned language.   As Heath looked 

closely at the educational systems of the area, it became clear that the language practices 

that people valued in the homes of the students of Trackton and Roadville contrasted with 

the methods of communication commonly used in the schools.  In order to better meet the 

needs of the students, Heath got to know the teachers of the community, assisting them as 

they engaged in ethnographic research, seeking to bridge the learning gained from 

participating in the individual communities (Heath, 1983).  Despite the success seen in 

using these methods, when Heath returned to the Piedmont during the 1980s, she learned 

that, without her support, teachers were unable to sustain these practices.  Rather, many 

of the teachers, once again, let their own experiences with language and language 

learning influence instruction.   Quite often, these experiences contrasted with those of 

the students.  As a result, students of the community continued to struggle in school, 

unable to function in a world that was so foreign from the one in which they learned to 

communicate (Heath, 1983). 

In 1979, A Federal District Court determined that the Ann Arbor School Board 

was responsible for failing to meet the needs of eleven African American students whose 

home language was African American English.  During the trial, the involved teachers 
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defended themselves, claiming that they treated all students equally.    The Court, seeing 

this as unacceptable, held the school board responsible, determining that the teachers 

were not adequately prepared to teach the students and noting that their attitudes led to 

the lack of success that these students experienced (Ball & Lardner, 1997, p. 472). 

In discussing how to prepare teachers to meet the needs of linguistically diverse 

students, Golnick (2002) comments, “For decades, multicultural and bilingual educators 

have been promoting policies and programs that support the development of standard 

English while using students’ native languages and dialects in the classroom” (p. 104).  

Despite the promotion of these policies and the ruling of the court case discussed above, 

teachers bring a variety of assumptions about language and language learning into 

classrooms; these assumptions have the potential to influence language instruction.  In 

fact, language use and approaches to language learning are not merely issues in 

education.  Society has strong moral, ethical, and political beliefs that surround these 

topics, as well.  As a result, teachers have been given very little direction on how to meet 

the diverse linguistic and cultural needs of their individual students.  Unfortunately, this 

lack of direction has caused many teachers to turn their backs on their linguistically 

diverse students, as is evident by the stability of the achievement gap.  Wheeler & 

Swords (2006) comment,  

Why students succeed or fail is a deeply complex matter.  It may not be simply, or 

 even primarily, a matter of teachers fostering children’s abilities in Standard 

 English.  Nonetheless, we suggest that how we approach students’ language and  

culture is crucial. (p. 25) 
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Recognizing the inconsistency of language instruction in our schools, researchers 

have entered into educational spaces in order to learn what happens when language and 

culture are part of the curriculum and contrast it with what occurs when language and 

culture are left at the door. Through their work, they become part of the public 

conversation, sharing their perspectives on the role Standard English plays in the 

classroom, questioning whether or not we are allowing a White supremacist 

establishment to continue to control education, and wondering whether or not we are 

holding students back if we refrain from teaching them the codes of power.  In hope of 

further exploring these issues, I have been in search of answers to the following 

questions: What have researchers found and concluded about how teachers should 

approach language instruction in linguistically diverse classrooms?  What is the 

relationship between language instruction and the language ideologies of the classroom 

teacher, and how do these ideologies impact the learning that occurs? 
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Article Selection 

 During the course of my Masters, I developed an interest in how teachers respond 

to the linguistic and cultural diversity of students in classroom settings.  This led me to 

write a literature review, looking at the ways teachers make room for sociocultural 

experiences to influence the literacy learning of African American students. In reflecting 

on my review, I recognized that much of the writing I came across was theoretical, rather 

than research-based. In addition, I felt that my findings were limited because I chose to 

focus on a very specific group of students.   

 While writing my first review, I began my research process by doing a search on 

Google Scholar, using the following search terms: “literacy and culture,” “culturally 

relevant curriculum,” “culturally relevant pedagogy,” “code switching,” and “AAVE.”  

The purpose of this search was not to locate specific research, but rather, to familiarize 

myself with the names and topics that surfaced.  Following my initial searches, I explored 

ERIC, using the same search terms.  This search led me to a fairly large quantity of 

articles.  However, in exploring the literature more deeply, I realized that many of these 

resources were pieces in which teachers were discussing what they do in their 

classrooms.  While this writing serves a purpose, I was interested in locating research 

studies.  Initially, I dismissed a number of the articles I reviewed.  However, later in my 

research process, I returned to some of these articles, reviewing a few of the reference 

lists in order to determine whether the practices discussed were based on research that 

might be beneficial for me to review. 



 
 

5 

 Through reading on the topic, I was able to make the most progress in my search.  

Each time I came across a study that addressed one of my research questions, I made note 

of the past research that was referenced and continued looking for additional information.  

As I continued to read, I began to notice the researchers who were often referenced.  This 

allowed me to add names to the list I had created, following my original search in which I 

used Google Scholar.  Having a familiarity with some of major names in the field, I made 

it a priority to review their vitas, searching for additional research that might provide me 

with further insight on my topic of interest. 

 In beginning my work for this literature review, I returned to Google Scholar and 

did a general search, making use of the search terms, “language practices in classrooms,” 

“cultural discontinuities,” social languages,” and “teacher ideologies.”  I then returned to 

ERIC, working with the same search terms again.  This introduced me to new articles, 

which I reviewed to see if they met my needs.  Once again, I consulted bibliographies of 

the relevant research, in order to find additional information.  In an effort to learn more 

about my topic, in hope that it would help me with my research process, I read Rebecca 

Wheeler’s (2006) Code-Switching: Teaching Standard English in Urban Classrooms, 

making note of each researcher Wheeler references in her discussion of language 

practices in urban classrooms.  The bibliographies of the resources referenced in this 

book also proved to be helpful.  After doing a bit of reading, I became familiar with 

additional scholars associated with this topic.  This allowed me to search by name to see 

what these researchers had written, in hope of locating additional articles.   
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Organization of the Review 

 In order to focus on current conversations, I have made a choice to look closely at 

the research collected over the past eleven years. In particular, I focus on teachers’ 

personal beliefs and attitudes about language and culture and how those influence their 

interactions with students in these empirical studies as well as what these studies tell us 

about teachers’ personal beliefs and attitudes concerning language and culture.  I feel that 

the research studies I call upon are particularly important to review because there have 

been very few researchers discussing how to go about addressing language variety in the 

classroom over the past eleven years.  Many believe this to be a settled issue. However, 

in reviewing the research, it is clear that the same issues discussed earlier by Heath 

(1983) as well as by Ball & Lardner (1997) continue to be seen in schools, today.  In 

discussing language instruction in our schools, Alim (2007) comments, “I must say that 

while the names have changed, the game has remained the same” (p. 24). Because the 

same problems continue to exist, I reference the ideas of scholars who were actively 

discussing how to approach language variety in the classroom during the 1990’s in order 

to provide a context for my review.   In addition, I draw on three ideologies of diversity 

described by Nocon & Cole (2009) to organize the review, as described below. 

DIVERSITY AS DEFICIT 
The deficit ideology of diversity holds select groups, particularly families of color 

who live in poverty, accountable for their own failure, inferring that lack of success is the 

result of limited motivation.  Rather than building upon their students’ strengths, 
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teachers, who are said to take on the deficit perspective, might attempt to remediate non-

mainstream students.  Unfortunately, the deficit thinking, discussed above, has the 

potential to lead to low expectations as well as to the “pobrecito syndrome,”  (Nocon & 

Cole, 2009, p. 22) which refers to an attitude that teachers who expect less of students 

living in poverty might take on in an effort to make these students’ circumstances easier 

(Nocon & Cole, 2009).  Although many teachers would deny deficit thinking, it seems to 

be particularly common in how teachers approach language instruction. However, it is 

possible that the schools are simply mirroring society.  In discussing language in the 

education of African American youth, Charles DeBose (2007) comments,   

Many of the racist laws and rationales that once served to justify the  

subordination of Black Americans have since been overturned and discredited,  

 Moreover, African Americans themselves have debunked hegemonic ideas 

 through personal achievement, financial success, religious piety, scholarship, and 

 artistic  greatness.  And yet one idea that Americans still hold dear, and that many 

 Black people still buy into, is the superiority of Standard English over other 

 varieties. (p. 41) 

It is not surprising that many teachers are seen as taking on the deficit perspective.  After 

all, the deficit perspective of language diversity in schools is not unlike the larger societal 

trend, which is, no doubt, sustained through the discourses associated with dialects and 

diversity in spoken English. 

 When teachers fail to make space for students to use and to discuss the role that 

other language forms and dialects play in their lives, they are seen as taking on the deficit 
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perspective. These teachers often adopt policies that require the sole use of Standard 

English, dedicating their time to “fixing” their students’ errors (Dyson, 2006; Godley et 

al., 2007; Razfar, 2006; Wheeler& Swords, 2006).  Teachers who make use of these 

practices often argue that they are preparing students to be successful in “the real world” 

or ensuring that their students will meet the standards, tested through statewide exams 

(Alim, 2007; Dyson, 2006; Dworin, 2006; Godley et al., 2007).  Delpit (1995), however, 

cautions educators not to overlook that the linguistic forms students bring to school are 

directly tied to students’ identities.  She comments, “To suggest that this form is ‘wrong,’ 

or even worse, ignorant, is to suggest that something is wrong with the student and his or 

her family” (p. 53).  Even so, she goes on to state that it is our responsibility, as 

educators, to ensure that our students become familiar with all the codes that students will 

need to achieve (Delpit, 1995).  Delpit continues, “It is equally important to understand 

that students who do not have access to the politically popular dialect form in this 

country, that is, Standard English, are less likely to succeed economically than their peers 

who do” (p. 53).  Delpit challenges educators to look for ways that both realities can co-

exist (Delpit, 1995). 

DIVERSITY AS DIFFERENCE 
Unlike those who engage in deficit thinking, teachers who are seen as supporting 

the diversity as difference ideology recognize that home and school cultures may conflict 

with one another.  These teachers make efforts to assist non-mainstream students by 

helping to link the two cultures through valuing home culture in educational spaces and 

making the practices of school explicit for students who are less familiar (Delpit, 1995; 
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Nocon & Cole, 2009).  Teachers who approach language instruction through this lens 

recognize that the languages and dialects that students bring with them to school serve an 

important purpose.  As a result, they have a place in the classroom conversation.  

Wheeler & Swords (2006) comment,  

Linguistics shows us that if you want to teach Standard English to speakers of 

 other dialects, start by contrasting the home grammar with the school grammar, 

 or SE.  This way, instead of seeking to correct or eradicate home speech styles, 

 we add language varieties to the child’s “linguistic toolbox.” (p. 38)  

A teacher who is seen as taking on the diversity as difference ideology teaches his/her 

students to make choices about the language they use.  These choices depend on context 

(Dyson, 1995; Godley et al., 2007, Godley & Minnici, 2008; Wheeler & Swords, 2006).  

Wheeler & Swords (2006) comment, “Instead of thinking of language as ‘good or bad,’ 

‘right or wrong,’ for example, consider seeing it as effective or ineffective, a fit or not in 

the setting” (p. 58).  Rather than focusing on correcting his/her students, a teacher who is 

seen as taking on this ideology is likely to encourage a conversation about contrast, or 

provide the students with opportunities to use both forms of language, allowing them to 

determine when to make use of different language forms (Dworin, 2006; Godley et al., 

2007, Godley & Minnici, 2008; Wheeler & Swords, 2004;Wheeler & Swords, 2006). 

DIVERSITY AS RESOURCE 
Teachers who are seen as taking on the diversity as resource ideology recognize 

the value in learning with and from their students.  These teachers honor students’ prior 

experiences and background knowledge and encourage students to share this during 
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classroom experiences (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 2006; Gutierrez, 2008; Nocon & Cole, 

2009; Paris & Ball, 2009).  These teachers generally see diversity of language and culture 

as an asset in the development of metacognitive thought (Nocon & Cole, 2009).  They 

recognize that students’ cultural resources can be built upon, leading to the growth of 

literacy (Alim; 2007; Dworin, 2006; Gutierrez, 2008; Nocon & Cole, 2009; Paris & Ball, 

2009).  In describing what instruction looks like when teachers are seen as taking on this 

ideology, Ladson-Billings (1995) explains that this type of instruction will “produce 

students who can achieve academically, produce students who demonstrate cultural 

competence, and develop students who can both understand and critique the existing 

social order”  (p. 474).  These teachers value the language and cultural practices that 

students bring from home, encouraging the students to share them with others, 

recognizing that these practices are part of who the students are and serve as tools, 

providing the students access to who and what they wish to become.  A teacher who takes 

on this ideology sees the importance of exploring language use in the classroom, in an 

effort to encourage critical consciousness (Alim, 2007; Delpit, 1995; Fecho et al., 2006; 

Gutierrez, 2008; Paris & Ball, 2009). 
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Findings 

DIVERSITY AS DEFICIT 

 Instruction linked to seeing diversity as deficit.  
Wheeler & Swords (2006) comment, “When teachers talk about language as ‘correct’ and 

‘incorrect’ (or ‘improper,’ ‘good’ and ‘bad,’ etc.), they implicitly assume that the only 

real and grammatical language is Standard English” (p. 32).  In disseminating this 

message to students, teachers fail to focus upon the language fluency that students 

already have.  Rather than building upon these strengths, some teachers attempt to “fix” 

their students’ language, communicating that students’ method of communication is 

inadequate (Dyson, 2007; Godley et al., 2007; Razfar, 2006; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; 

Wheeler & Swords, 2006).   

 Three studies I reviewed illustrate contexts in which teachers fail to value the 

language practices that students bring with them to school and, instead, attempt to 

“correct” their students’ language.  Godley et al. (2007) reports on research collected 

from three primarily African American high school classrooms, as the students 

participated in a daily editing activity in order to prepare for a high stakes exam.  

Although the participating teacher hypothesized that the daily editing activity would lead 

students to a better understanding of Standard English, the researchers determined that 

students did not show significant improvement through engaging in this activity.  The 

researchers note that the structure of the classroom activities, the state standards, as well 

as the text used in the daily editing activity sent a message that language is monolithic, 
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rather than framing it in terms of its’ effectiveness in particular contexts (Godley et al., 

2007).  Perhaps this is the reason why students were unable to identify why they made 

the choices they did when participating in the daily editing activity.  An evaluation of the 

classroom discourse shows that that students’ lacked an understanding of why particular 

language forms were considered right or wrong.  In fact, when students were asked to 

explain why they made particular corrections, they would often refuse to answer the 

question or they would respond with the statement, “educated guess,” which was 

language they had picked up from their teacher.  It is possible that the view that language 

is monolithic may have affected the students’ abilities to transfer this information to other 

academic efforts.  Hence, the results of the end of the year writing task and multiple 

choice editing test showed little improvement.  Godley et al. reports,  

 Though the mean decrease in errors in students’ timed writing was 1.4 words per 

 100, the results were statistically nonsignificant at the .05 level of significance.  

 Similarly, paired t tests comparing students’ performance on the multiple-choice 

 editing task demonstrated that the slight increase in students’ scores was not 

 statistically significant at the .05 level of significance. (p. 122) 

 In reflecting on the results, the researchers note that when this educator ignored 

the linguistic experiences of students, the students’ understanding of written Standard 

American English did not improve.  Godley et al. (2007) critique this method of language 

teaching, explaining that, though this may not be intentional, teachers who make use of 

daily editing activities endorse a particular ideology of language that “promotes patterns 

of societal discrimination based on language” (p. 42).  In addition, they note that this 
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approach fails to address the links between language and identity, as well as language and 

social power (Godley et al., 2007). In order to meet the needs of diverse language 

learners, the researchers suggest that teachers, instead, make use of a dialogic approach to 

teaching language.  Godley et al. report, “This dialogic approach to grammar instruction 

forefronts students’ voices and opinions, presenting grammar as a set of rhetorical 

choices and representing language as dynamic” (p. 42).  Godley et al. recommend that 

teachers establish an environment in which students can examine their own beliefs about 

language and language users, in order to question the language ideologies that exist in 

everyday life. 

 Dyson (2006) conducted an ethnographic study in an urban elementary classroom, 

focusing on two African American children, one Latino child, and their teacher, looking 

closely at child writing.  During her observations, Dyson noticed how often “fix-its” 

became part of the classroom conversation.   Dyson defines fix-its as “textual problems 

identified in official and unofficial classroom spaces” (p. 16).  In looking at how students 

responded to the fix-its made by their classmates as well as by their teacher, Dyson 

references the ideas of Bakhtin, stating, “children draw on the language of ‘actual life’” 

(p. 34).  Unfortunately, a curriculum that seeks to teach the basics, communicating that 

language can be “right” or “wrong” does not guarantee that linguistically diverse students 

can rely on the language practices with which they are most familiar.   

 Dyson’s findings show that students were unable to understand and make use of 

the skills taught through “hierarchal fix-its,” (Dyson, 2006, p. 21) and continued to 

depend on their teacher in these circumstances (Dyson, 2006).  Dyson explains, “These 
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hierarchal fix-its were related to skills tested on the year’s end achievement test and 

formally introduced in an ‘oral language’ textbook with sets of error-plagued sentences to 

be orally corrected by the class” (p. 17).   However, Dyson notes that the students were 

able to enact “situated fix-its” (p. 17).  She explains, “In situated (or relational) fix-it 

episodes, the judge looked not just to the language but to the social world beyond the 

words” (p. 17).  Commenting on the difficulties of a curriculum that focuses only on “the 

basics,” Dyson explains, “The basics as ordinarily understood are alienated from, rather 

than situated within familiar communicative practices, steeped as they are, in social 

meaning and ideological values” (p. 10).  The language practices with which students 

were most familiar served very important purposes.  When the teacher communicated 

that language is “right” or “wrong,” without any mention of setting or audience, she was, 

in a sense, limiting student access.  Like Godley et al. (2007), Dyson (2006) suggests that 

teachers encourage students to make choices based on context. 

 Razfar (2005) conducted an ethnographic study in an urban high school, noting 

what happened when teachers attempted to “repair” the language practices of students in 

ESL classrooms.  Though repairs might be seen as a form of modeling in this setting, 

Razfar suggests that repair can also be a method to demonstrate one’s power and 

authority. Through observing the interactions between the students and teachers in the 

ESL classrooms of this urban high school, Razfar documented an average of 11.6 repairs 

each day in the advanced ESL class and 8.5 repairs in the sheltered classroom. 97% of the 

repairs made focused on language use, and 85% of these repairs were structural in nature 

(Razfar, 2005). Razfar comments, “Teacher repair of these linguistic features suggest the 
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prevalence of language ideologies that emphasize structure and form rather than 

communicative competence and meaning” (p. 412).  Further, Razfar documented that 

repairs in language use were even made to control students’ participation in classroom 

activities.   

 In looking at the specific instances in which the repairs were made, Razfar (2005) 

explains that repairs were not often needed in order to understand what was being 

communicated.  In reflecting on how teachers’ use of repairs impacted student learning, 

Razfar explains that these findings are particularly important in hope of more adequately 

meeting the needs of the ELL students who have lived in the United States for most of 

their lives.  Even though many of these students actively participated in class, they tended 

to have the lowest grades and were often seen as unmotivated.  Razfar reports, 

 These students are less likely to align with the structural ideologies of language 

 that mediated the literacy activities that were ultimately valued most by the 

 teacher. They used ‘incorrect’ forms while resisting participation in the official 

 script of the class, which had immediate consequences. (p. 423) 

Because the students were not encouraged to negotiate meaning with the teacher, many 

demonstrated control through acts of resistance. In fact, Razfar includes an example of a 

student who demonstrated a counter script.  Though the teachers were generally the ones 

whose authority allowed them to make repairs, a student took on this role when she heard 

her teacher mispronounce a Spanish word.   In this scenario, the student was quick to 

demonstrate her power in the use of her primary language and position herself as an 

expert, similar to the way the teachers took on this role when students were speaking in 
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English.  Razfar uses this example to demonstrate that the ELL students observed in this 

study were able to manifest agency and engage in conversations about language patterns.  

However, typically, the repair practices demonstrated in these classrooms did not 

encourage questioning and conversation.  Rather, they created a dynamic in which the 

teachers and students were positioned against each other, fighting for power (Razfar, 

2005). 

 Teacher and student response linked to seeing diversity as deficit.   
 Recognizing that students often take up the language attitudes of educators in our 

schools, as well, Kells (2002) reports how students’ perspectives on language had the 

potential to limit success in the classroom, just as teachers do.  She comments, 

 Although the characteristics of our students’ speech patterns indisputably warrant  

 our consideration as writing practitioners, more important, I believe, are the 

 attitudes our students bring with them about their languages.  Positive regard 

 toward their primary languages appears to be the optimal disposition for 

 successful second language/dialect acquisition. (p. 14) 

However, Kells demonstrates that a number of the linguistically diverse language learners 

with whom she worked did not view their primary language as one worthy of respect.  

Kells feels that this perspective came from the messages students were sent throughout 

their educational experiences, messages that mirror those communicated in society 

(Kells, 2002).  

 Working with a randomized group of first year college composition students, at a 

university primarily attended by bilingual students, Kells made use of a multivariate 
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instrument that measured the social messages about language that students have or find 

that they need to have in order to be successful in college composition classes. The 

instrument allowed Kells to look closely at students’ language attitudes through 

reviewing their personal responses to Azevedo’s language myths (Kells, 2002).  

 Among the findings, Kells’ (2002) data shows that most of the participating 

students believed English to be a purer form of language than Tex Mex.  Kells reports, 

“A majority of the responses (more than 3 out of 4) clustered between neutrality and 

agreement concerning this notion of linguistic purity” (p. 27).  It is important to note that 

69 out of 121 considered themselves speakers of Tex Mex (Kells, 2002).  The other 

interesting finding that the survey results yielded was the students’ perspectives on 

whether proper pronunciation is a sign of intelligence.  59% of the Anglo participants and 

28% of Spanish dominant bilinguals felt this to be true (Kells, 2002).  Referencing the 

work of Zentella, Kells concludes, “I suspect that Spanish-dominant bilinguals have 

experienced linguistic discrimination firsthand and recognize the tendency within Anglo 

monolingual culture to misperceive and stereotype nonnative English speakers and 

speakers of nonstandard dialects” (p. 30). 

 Through looking at the survey data, Kells (2002) determined that the bilingual 

students’ linguistic insecurity and negative self-perceptions did, in fact, influence their 

success in their entry-level college composition classes.  In reviewing the students’ 

responses to the oral interactions that took place in their college composition class, Kells 

found that both teachers and students evaluated other students’ intelligence based on their 

ability to speak according to “the standard,” suggesting that students with nonstandard 
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dialects face discrimination in educational settings.   Similar to the suggestions made by 

Godley et al. (2007) as well as the recommendations made by Dyson (2006), Kells (2002) 

encourages educators to allow our unspoken language myths to be part of the classroom 

conversation, providing students with the tools to become critical users of language. 

In contrast to Kells’ (2002) work with primarily bilingual students in a Texas 

college, Fordham’s (1999) research demonstrates the pride that African American 

students in a primarily African American school have regarding their language.  In fact, 

this pride led students to “diss the standard,” a language expectation of both their teachers 

and the elder members of their community.  Fordham reports,  

Most students at the school resist the requirement that they learn to speak and  

 communicate in “the standard” English dialect, especially in the school context.  

 Their resistance to this state-approved curriculum requirement is their way of 

 ‘dissin’ or disrespecting the dialect. (p. 273) 

Fordham sees the student response as a type of Guerilla Warfare, recognizing that 

students take it personally when their language is devalued.  Fordham points out the 

connection between identity and language. Unfortunately, because of the ideologies of 

the school leadership, refusal to make use of the expected language practices regularly 

resulted in academic and social failure (Fordham, 1999).    

 While many students’ pride did not allow them to take on the expected identity, 

those wishing to be true to themselves and succeed academically tended to make use of 

Standard English, in very specific situations, in which it was integral to their 

achievement.  Fordham (1999) explains,  
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They do not seek to own it, to internalize it.  By using the standard only 

 episodically between nine and three, the students display their awareness that it is 

 deemed crucial to academic success.  Further, by leasing rather than taking 

 ownership of this school-approved discourse style, they also demonstrate their 

 commitment to Ebonics and the prominent discourse practices in the African 

 American community. (p. 277) 

Like the other researchers who observe classrooms in which Standard English is seen as 

the only appropriate method of communication, Fordham concludes that attempting to 

“fix” the linguistic practices of African American students is form of marginalization, 

which has proven to be detrimental to the welfare of the targeted students (Fordham, 

1999). 

 The findings in Fordham’s (1999) study are not unlike those of Duncan & 

Jackson (2003), who determined that African American males routinely act out in 

response to a prejudiced educational institution.  Making efforts to look at the moral and 

political concerns of this issue, Duncan & Jackson examined the achievement of African 

American males in a racially integrated high school.  In describing this school, Duncan & 

Jackson comment, “Despite the presence of a student-centered curriculum and in the 

absence of overt racial hostility, CHS’ success at educating black male students mirrors 

that of other beleaguered urban schools in the area and across the nation” (Duncan & 

Jackson, 2003, p. 2).  Duncan & Jackson provide examples of the ideologies taken up by 

the City High School teachers, as seen through the language they used as well as the 

situations they viewed as humorous.  For example, the researchers describe a faculty 
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meeting in which teachers were asked to submit their ideas for the “Top Ten List” of 

“Signs that City High School teachers are exhibiting stress early in the school year.”  

Referencing the school’s recent application to become part of the International 

Baccalaureate Program, the first item on the list was, “Thinking IB is bad grammar for ‘I 

am’” (Duncan & Jackson, 2003, p. 16).  Not only did the faculty poke fun at African 

American dialect, they also refer to it as “bad.”  It is not surprising that African American 

males were sent messages that devalued their language practices and identities, leading 

them to make choices to remain silent, make use of indirect language, and “subvert the 

master’s tools,” (Duncan & Jackson, p. 11) in response to this discrimination. 

 Findings across studies.   
 In reviewing these studies that look closely at the instruction as well as the teacher 

and student response associated with deficit thinking, it is clear that language is 

positioned as right or wrong, regardless of context. These teachers felt it was their job to 

fix their students’ language, rather than inviting the students to determine when and 

where to use different forms of language (Dyson, 2006; Godley et al., 2007; Razfar, 

2006).  They sent messages to students about language through their personal interactions 

as well as through the instructional materials that they used, and the structure of the 

classroom activities, such as the incorporation of daily editing activities, hierarchal fix-

its, and the IRE approach to questioning (Duncan & Jackson, 2006; Dyson, 2006; 

Fordham, 1999; Godley et al., 2007; Razfar, 2005).  When these teachers took on a 

deficit perspective, it was not uncommon for students to remain silent or to contest the 

information they were given.  This was their way of defending who they are and where 
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they come from, suggesting that language is tied to identity (Duncan & Jackson, 2002; 

Kells, 2002; Fordham, 1999; Godley et al., 2007: Razfar, 2005). 

DIVERSITY AS DIFFERENCE 

 Instruction linked to seeing diversity as difference.   
 Referencing the key notions of applied linguistics, Wheeler & Swords (2004) 

share three insights that teachers must consider when determining how they will approach 

language instruction in the classroom.  “Language is structured.  Language varies by 

circumstance of use.  Difference is distinct from deficiency” (p. 473).  This approach to 

language instruction provides a space for students to compare and contrast formal and 

informal patterns of language, determining when it is appropriate to use each language 

pattern. 

 Recognizing that language instruction in high schools tends to make use of 

traditional methods, which have often proven to be ineffective, Godley & Minnici (2008) 

share the results of a study in which they initiated a weeklong unit, having students 

engage in conversations on language variety.  These researchers took this on after a 

classroom teacher asked for their assistance.  This classroom teacher recognized that her 

students were not learning Academic English through her approach of corrections and 

daily editing activities.  She wanted to try something new.  However, she didn’t feel that 

she had the background in sociolinguistics to engage the students in conversations about 

language variety.   
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 Working with thirty-one tenth grade students in an urban high school, serving 

primarily African American students, the researchers began by providing the students 

with an opportunity to look at the language ideologies present in a novel, noting the 

different dialects of which the characters made use and the responses of the other 

characters to these patterns of language.  Next, the students were given an opportunity to 

watch the documentary, American Tongues.  This film exposed the students to numerous 

dialects in the United States and the stereotypes that are associated with each of those 

dialects.  Following these two experiences, the students had the chance to make use of 

contrastive analysis, comparing academic English with African American Vernacular 

English (AAVE).  They also attended a talk presented by an African American Doctoral 

student who shared his experience with code switching, discussing the connection 

between language and power (Godley & Minnici, 2008). 

 As Godley & Minnici (2008) worked with the student participants, they noticed 

that many of the students had conflicting feelings on the topic of language use. Some 

students continued to view the dialects spoken in the White community as “more regular 

ways of speaking” (p. 329) than the use of AAVE.  This finding is similar to that of Kells 

(2002), who notes that many of the Mexican American students participating in her study 

devalued their primary language.  However, at other times, students voiced that looking 

down upon dialects, such as AAVE, was the result of prejudice (Godley & Minnici, 

2008).  Initially, these tenth grade students were sent messages, through the instructional 

activities presented in their classroom and through their interactions with their teachers, 

that AAVE was considered “slang,” and, therefore, inappropriate in an academic setting.  
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As a result, it is not surprising that prior to participating in the unit, 46% of the students 

stated that it was important for everyone to speak the privileged dialects of English 

(Godley & Minnici, 2008).   

 Participating in the unit gave the students an opportunity to reflect on their 

linguistic experiences as well as on the messages they were sent in schools and in society 

about language use (Godley & Minnici, 2008).  In thinking about why “talking White” is 

more regarded than “talking Black,” the students commented on the teachers’ responses 

to language use in school.  One student shared, “She (a teacher) don’t let us talk the way 

we usually talk.  She says we have to say it right.  And if we don’t say it her way, she 

won’t answer the question” (p. 336).  By ignoring requests made in students’ home 

dialect, teachers taught student to devalue their primary language, proving to the students 

that this language pattern serves no purpose in school.  As is evident by the results of the 

survey the students completed, by the end of the unit, students saw language in new ways 

and voiced the inequities present in their schools.  After participating in the unit, only 

17% of students felt that people should speak the privileged dialects of English at all 

times.  Rather, they recognized that language choice is based on context. 

 In reflecting on differences in language patterns, the students shared that these 

differences go beyond race.  They pointed out that not all White people make use of the 

privileged dialects of English, just as not all African American people speak AAVE 

(Godley & Minnici, 2008).  The students took on the role of teacher, sharing how those 

from different neighborhoods made use of different language patterns.  Godley & 

Minnici conclude, “The students’ depiction of their linguistic identities, therefore 
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emphasized distinct identities within an African American community rather than a 

linguistic identity constructed primarily in opposition to White identities” (p. 335).   

 Through their work in the classroom, the researchers saw how engaging students 

in conversations about language use and dialects led the students to challenge the 

dominant language ideologies that impacted their lives on a daily basis.  Looking at the 

differences and determining the value of each encouraged students to make sense of the 

conflict that existed prior to participating in this unit (Godley & Minnici, 2008).  In order 

for teachers to feel prepared to encourage similar conversations in their classrooms, the 

researchers feel that it is important for teacher education programs to teach critical 

language pedagogy (Godley & Minnici, 2008).  

 While observing in a fourth grade, bilingual classroom, Dworin (2006) noticed 

that there were designated times to use Spanish and English throughout the school day.  

Because students would eventually be tested on a statewide writing exam, they were 

expected to write in English only.  As is often the case when teachers seek to prepare 

their students for a statewide exam, the students were only provided with opportunities to 

practice one genre and write for one audience, and the conventions of writing become the 

focus of classroom instruction. 

 Noticing the missed opportunities in this classroom, Dworin (2006) proposed a 

project to the classroom teacher in which the students would compose family stories in 

both Spanish and English.  Because of the need to focus on preparing students for the 

statewide exam, the classroom teacher did not participate in this project but supported the 
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researchers in splitting up her class, so half of the students worked with the researchers, 

and half of the students worked with her, preparing for the statewide test. 

 After discussing a couple of stories from a bilingual text, making use of both 

English and Spanish, students were encouraged to ask members of their families to share 

their own stories.  Students were then asked to write down one of the stories they liked in 

their first language, and read it aloud to the class.  After listening to their classmates’ 

stories, the students responded through posing questions and sharing suggestions with 

each writer.  In addition to assisting the students in their development as writers, this 

process provided students with an opportunity for language practice.  The writers used 

the feedback of their classmates to assist them as they composed another draft of writing.  

Next, students learned how to go about translating their stories, seeking to communicate 

“the spirit” (p. 513) of their original text, rather than working word by word (Dworin, 

2006).  Dworin (2006) comments,  

 Written translation, an area not usually emphasized as part of the language arts  

 curriculum, can foster metalinguistic awareness among bilingual students and is a 

 sophisticated process that demands that young writers use all that they know 

 about oral and written language. (p. 518) 

Rather then working on their own pieces, the students translated their classmates’ stories, 

making use of their biliterate abilities.  After much work on the translation, the students 

typed and edited both pieces, ensuring that they were ready for publication.  The class 

published a Spanish and an English anthology (Dworin, 2006).   
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 By providing students with an opportunity to use both Spanish and English as 

they engaged in thinking, writing, and communicating, students recognized the value of 

being biliterate (Dworin, 2006).  Dworin reports, “The study suggested that the 

children’s’ intellectual development was enhanced because they could use both English 

and Spanish for their work in this literacy project” (p. 519).  After the completion of this 

project, Dworin noted a difference in the practices of the classroom teacher.  Rather than 

focusing on test preparation, the classroom teacher made efforts to have the students tell 

stories about their lives.  In addition, she began to include publication as part of the 

writing process, recognizing the value of providing her students with opportunities to 

write for multiple audiences. 

 Teacher and student response linked to seeing diversity as difference.   
 Luykx et al. (2008) conducted a study in a third and fourth grade, self-contained 

ESOL class, with 23 students whose first language was Spanish, looking closely at how 

teachers and students in an ESOL science classroom communicate under policy 

constraints.  Although 23 students participated in the study, the number varies in each 

classroom observation that the researchers documented.  In addition to looking at how 

teachers and students communicated under policy constraints, the researchers were 

interested in determining what the language policies and practices communicated about 

the ideologies influencing how science was being taught. (Luykx et al., 2008)  In an 

attempt to provide students with science instruction in their home language, as state law 

requires, the classroom teacher taught lessons in English, while another bilingual teacher 

translated the lessons into Spanish, moving throughout the room, helping students who 
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were in need of assistance.  The researchers compared a regular class, in which the 

students had the support of the bilingual teacher with a class in which the bilingual 

teacher was not there to translate, leaving the students to work together to negotiate 

meaning (Luykx et al., 2008). 

 Though the school appeared to be supporting part of the policy, the researchers 

point out the flaws in the system.  First off, they note that while a teacher was assigned to 

serve as a translator, the students were not truly receiving instruction in their first 

language, as policy required.  Rather, the students were forced to independently make 

sense of partially translated concepts, due to the structure that the teachers had in place 

and the fact that some concepts became “lost in translation” (Luykx et al., 2008, p. 640). 

In addition, the time it took to provide this instruction in both languages limited what 

could be accomplished during a class period.  And, as is often the case in ESOL classes, 

the school eventually made a decision to put third and fourth graders in the same class, 

limiting the time the teachers had to work with both groups (Luykx et al., 2008).  

  Just as the bilingual teacher compressed her role to that of an interpreter, rather 

than taking on the role of a co-teacher, the students generally took a passive position, as 

well. However, on the day when the bilingual teacher was not there to translate, the 

students became more active in their learning, in an attempt to make sense of the course 

material with the help of their peers, discussing their ideas in their primary language 

(Luykx et al., 2008). This seems to have yielded positive results, as the students worked 

together to make meaning.  However, when the teacher asked an individual student to 

serve as a translator, disregarding the content knowledge with which this student needed 
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to be familiar, as well as his comfort level with his secondary language, the student 

experienced frustration and was unsuccessful (Luykx et al., 2008). 

 Rather than coding their data, Luykx et al. (2008) analyzed the transcripts of their 

classroom observations, looking for “rich points” (p. 652) in the individual lessons.  Out 

of all of the lessons they reviewed, the classroom experience without the co-teacher 

scored highest on the classroom observation scale that measured scientific understanding 

after participating in a lesson (Luykx et al., 2008).   

 The researchers’ observations of the class in which the students worked together 

to negotiate meaning, making choices in language form, led the researchers to reflect on 

the ideologies that typically influenced the decision-making in this classroom.  Though 

the school had supposedly recognized language differences and made efforts to provide 

instruction in both English and Spanish in this ESOL classroom, it is clear that current 

policy, time constraints, and lack of professional development led participating teachers 

to look past the true differences that did exist.  Rather, they saw both languages as equal 

and neutral, assuming that content could be easily translated and understood (Luykx et 

al., 2008).  Luykx shares, “Each language maps its’ semantic domains in different ways, 

and, as we have seen, even apparently slight differences can disrupt the collective 

construction of meaning” (p. 665).  Unfortunately, the teachers of this classroom did not 

see meaning as socially constructed, as is evident from the way they typically decided to 

structure their classes. Therefore, they only made space for the students to work together 

to negotiate meaning when the current support system was not in place. (Luykx et al., 

2008) 



 
 

29 

 In reflecting on what happens when teachers do not have the background to 

question the policies that stand in the way of our students’ learning, Luykx et al. (2008) 

voices the importance of the teacher training in pre-service programs as well as continual 

opportunities for professional development during the course of the school year.  

 This study is particularly important because it shows that even when schools and 

educators are making space for students’ home language practices to be a tool in the 

classroom, in order to meet policy requirements, it is possible that teachers’ ideologies 

will limit how this tool can be used and whether or not it is effective.  

 Findings across studies.   
 After reviewing the studies that focus on teachers who see diversity as difference, 

it is evident that these educators made space for language varieties to serve as tools in the 

classroom.  Although the way that the lessons were structured did not always allow for 

students to use these tools, whenever necessary, it is clear that students learned through 

the opportunity to negotiate meaning and the chance to discuss language choices they 

come across in their daily lives (Dworin, 2006; Godley & Minnici 2008; Luykx et al., 

2008).  The teachers who participated in these studies often encouraged students to look 

at texts and media, reflecting on the language choices and the responses to that language. 

Some of these teachers had students translate and use different language forms while 

writing for authentic purposes (Dworin, 2006; Luykx et al., 2008).  They often provided 

opportunities for contrastive analysis, determining when particular language forms were 

effective and when they were not.  Teachers who were seen as taking on the ideology of 

diversity as difference saw the value in code switching, recognizing that to code switch, 
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students must make choices, based on purpose and context (Dworin, 2006; Godley & 

Minnici, 2008).   

DIVERSITY AS RESOURCE 

 Instruction linked to seeing diversity as resource.   
 Before designing pedagogy for their classrooms, teachers who see diversity as 

resource take the time to get to know where their students come from, where they are 

now, and where they wish to be.  In describing the planning in which the teachers who 

see diversity as resource engage, Paris & Ball (2009) share, “It requires teachers to 

observe and understand the funds of knowledge of particular communities before 

developing pedagogies and curricula for those communities” (p. 385).  Three teacher 

researchers demonstrate this practice as they share what they learned through their 

attempts to make language the object of study in their classrooms.  

 Fecho  (Fecho et al., 2006), a high school teacher in an urban school, in the 

northeast, hoped that through the use of critical inquiry, his students would examine the 

language around them and begin to think about how this language affected their 

individual lives.  He explains,  

 The intent was to neither teach mainstream codes nor dialects directly, but instead 

 to create academic situations in which students could look at the way language 

 transacted with their lives and the lives of others and then speculate what future 

 encounters with language might hold in store.  (p. 191).  
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To encourage students to participate in this thinking process, Fecho designed three 

inquiry projects.  Early in the year, students looked at three texts, focusing on what each 

said about language and how it was used.  The next inquiry project required students to 

write an autobiographical inquiry into language.  As their final project, students designed 

their own investigations about language, examining topics such as code switching, slang, 

and profanity.  After coming up with a question, students collected data and reported on 

what they found (Fecho et al., 2006).   

 Although Fecho designed these projects, the students picked areas of inquiry that 

were meaningful to them.  They took on the role of researcher, asking the questions, 

collecting and analyzing the data, and reporting conclusions.  These inquiry projects led 

to student-directed discussion in the classroom, regarding the ways that language 

impacted the students’ everyday lives (Fecho et al., 2006). 

 Recognizing that her students’ voices had been silenced because of their use of 

dialects that were not valued by the academic community of which the students were a 

part, Davis, a professor at a small liberal arts college, in South Mississippi, (Fecho et al., 

2006) worked with her classes to determine how they might go about creating a learning 

community in which all dialects were valued.  In addition, she was interested in 

determining how this community of learners might assist each other in adapting written 

language codes for different audiences and purposes (Fecho et al., 2006).   

 Through engaging in classtalk activities, which Davis defines as, “not-always-so 

‘spontaneous dialogues,’” (Fecho et al., 2006, p. 194), in which the class explored their 

experiences as language users, students demonstrated an understanding of the importance 
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of context, leading them to see the value in code switching.  The students voiced that 

learning a new language or dialect should not require individuals to reject their first 

language.  Through these experiences, students came to an understanding that one’s use 

of language does not equate to one’s level of intelligence.  Moreover, they concluded that 

there is not one universal language (Fecho et al., 2006). 

 Moore, a high school teacher in a rural Mississippi classroom, was interested in 

determining what makes a good English teacher.  Her lack of success with traditional 

grammar instruction led her to bring together a group of parents and students in hope of 

answering this question.  Through engaging in this process, Moore learned of the 

importance of culturally engaged instruction and understanding and responding to 

students’ individual needs.  Making use of this data, Moore changed her classroom 

practices, using what she learned about students through her research process and 

applying it to how she approached language instruction (Fecho et al., 2006).  She 

explains,  

 Over time, I realized I was searching for a more empowering approach to 

 language arts instruction.  I wanted to teach the language arts in such a way that 

 each student not only  became technically proficient or skillful, but also became 

 cognizant of the effects of language on others. (p. 199) 

 Through conducting these inquiry projects within their own classrooms, Fecho et 

al. (2006) see, firsthand, that language study is political in nature.  They comment, “It is 

our contention that educators shouldn’t go on teaching mainstream power codes to 

students of varied cultures and dialects as if acquisition of that privileged dialect had no 
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impact on student cultural and familial identity” (p. 200).  They suggest that educators 

provide students with opportunities to learn these power codes.  However, they cannot be 

taught without a discussion about the oppression associated with such codes (Fecho et al., 

2006).  The researchers also suggest that teachers engage students, parents, researchers, 

and community members in conversations about language and language learning (Fecho 

et al., 2006).  Most importantly, the researchers voice the importance of educators 

making use of inquiry in their own work, encouraging students to do the same (Fecho et 

al., 2006).  Fecho et al. shares, “We call for a Bakhtinian dialogue on inquiry, one that 

acknowledges a need for a range of perspectives and a multiplicity of views” (p. 201).  

Because these teacher researchers approached their students in this way, students were 

not marginalized in these classroom settings.  Rather, they were empowered to look at 

language and determine the effect it has had on their learning and in their lives (Fecho et 

al., 2006). 

 Alim (2007), on the other hand, questions the practice of using students’ language 

and culture to teach power codes.  He comments,  

 I challenge us to go beyond the clichéd ‘taking them from where they are at and 

 leading them somewhere else’ approach, lest we offer a strawberry-flavored, 

 culturally sensitive pill for our children to swallow, the result of which would 

 ultimately be the same sickness-the devaluation of their language and culture.  

 (p. 28) 

Rather, he suggests that we see the language and culture of the Hip Hop Nation Speech 

Community as a source of knowledge to be taught and explored in our schools.  As a 
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teacher researcher, Alim attempted to do just that.  In hope of showing African American 

high school students that what they bring to the classroom truly does matter, Alim 

designed a high school course called Hiphopography: The Ethnography of Hip Hop 

Culture and Communication.  Students in this class learned ethnographic research 

methods and used these skills to study their own culture.  Alim and his class interviewed 

students in their school and members of their community, reviewing and discussing the 

data, and defining and reporting the language of their community. In order to share their 

findings, the students created a documentary that highlights the hiphopography of their 

school and of their community.  In reflecting on this project, Alim comments,   

 I would like to conclude by making the ideological distinction between a 

 curriculum that is based in the cultural-linguistic reality of the students, and one 

 that is culturally appropriate, culturally responsive, culturally relevant, or 

 whatever other term we have produced to describe classroom practices that use  

 the language and culture of the students to teach them part of the ‘acceptable 

 curricular cannon.’ (p. 28) 

Alim’s work, which positioned students in very different ways than many traditional 

classroom practices do, was based on the “cultural-linguistic reality” (p. 28) of his 

students’ lives. By providing his students with tools, allowing them to take on the role of 

researcher, Alim created a classroom community in which his students became active 

participants in their own learning.  This approach gave students the opportunity to 

become producers of knowledge. In addition, students had the chance to give back to 
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their community, sharing their research and celebrating the cultural and linguistic 

practices of the Hip Hop Nation. (Alim, 2007). 

 Like Alim, Gutierrez (2008) challenges the current practices that are common in 

our schools.  In hope of creating learning environments in which linguistically diverse 

students will thrive, Gutierrez encourages educators to look at her work with the Migrant 

Student Leadership Institute (MSLI).  Rather than noting the differences in the practices 

that students make use of in their schools and in their homes, Gutierrez and her 

colleagues urge teachers to look closely at the tools students use in a variety of settings, 

acknowledging them, in hope of communicating that students have access to these tools 

in all that they do (Gutierrez, 2008).  

 In discussing the act of looking at the differences of students’ literacies in home 

and in school settings, Gutierrez shares, “Such frameworks reinscribe deficit portraits of 

home that compel educators to “fix” communities and their members so that they match 

normative views and practices without regard to students’ existing repertoires of 

practice” (p. 151).  Instead, through the creation of a “third space,” students in MSLI read 

and wrote while studying social theory.  Students were encouraged to reflect on their own 

sociocultural situation through the creation of a testimonio, which Gutierrez defines as,  

 a hybrid text, a sociopolitical narrative shared orally and witnessed in an intimate  

 and respectful learning community and, at the same time, written using the 

 traditional conventions of academic texts and the editorial assistance of peers and 

 instructors to develop students’ new understandings about themselves and their 

 relations to the immediate and the larger social world. (p. 149) 
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Unlike many school settings in which the deficit perspective is employed, only allowing 

the use of Standard English, teachers at the Migrant Student Leadership Institute 

encouraged students to make use of all of their linguistic tools, always considering the 

sociopolitical influences on the way they communicate (Gutierrez, 2008).  

 In looking at the success of the MSLI, Gutierrez (2008) notes the important role 

that language plays in the creation of third spaces.  The teachers made use of specific 

grammatical structures that communicated possibility, serving as a “zone of proximal 

development” (p. 157) for the participants.  

 Findings across studies.   
 The teachers who were said to view diversity as resource had students share their 

experiences in ways that were meaningful to them.  These experiences were valued and 

were seen as a part of their journey, as learners (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 2006, 

Gutierrez, 2008).  Teachers who took on this perspective often provided opportunities for 

student-directed inquiry, encouraging students to seek answers to questions that were 

meaningful to them, as individuals, as well as to the group (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 

2006).  In addition, they often engaged in their own methods of inquiry, learning with and 

from their students as well as from the communities in which they taught (Alim, 2007; 

Fecho et al., 2006). These teachers made space for literacies that have often not been 

valued in schools (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 2006, Gutierrez, 2008). And they provided 

opportunities for students to engage in discussion of real-world issues, asking them to 

reflect on how these issues affected their lives and their futures (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 

2006, Gutierrez, 2008).   



 
 

37 

Discussion and Implications of the Review 

WHAT HAVE RESEARCHERS FOUND AND CONCLUDED ABOUT HOW TEACHERS 
SHOULD APPROACH LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION IN LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE 
CLASSROOMS? 
 Wolfenstein (1993) shares, 

 Languages have skin colors.  There are white nouns and verbs, white grammar 

 and white syntax.  In the absence of challenges to linguistic hegemony, indeed 

 language is white.  If you don’t speak white you will not be heard, just as when 

 you don’t look white you will not be seen. (p. 331) 

A review of the literature on the ways that teachers are approaching language and 

language instruction in classrooms and in schools serving linguistically diverse students 

suggests that teachers need to be cognizant of the “skin color” of languages, 

acknowledging these differences, and engaging students in conversations about what 

these differences mean.  It is through these conversations that students will become aware 

of how they are being positioned and will develop an understanding of how they are 

positioning others, questioning whether or not their beliefs are just (Alim, 2007; Dyson, 

2006; Fecho et al., 2006; Fordham, 1999; Godley et al., 2007; Godley & Minnici, 2008; 

Kells, 2002; Razfar, 2005; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; Wheeler & Swords, 2006).  

  In addition to engaging students in dialogic conversations about language 

varieties, the findings of these studies suggest that language should not be seen as right or 

wrong.  Rather, it should be approached in terms of its effectiveness, according to context 

(Delpit, 1995; Godley et al., 2007; Godley & Minnici, 2008; Wheeler & Swords, 2004; 

Wheeler & Swords, 2006).  When teachers attempted to “fix” their students’ language, 
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students were known to rebel in a variety of ways.  They remained silent, made use of 

indirect language, created a counter script, but most importantly, they failed to develop an 

understanding of the concepts that were being taught, as this approach overlooks 

communicative competence and meaning (Duncan & Jackson, 2004; Fordham, 1999; 

Razfar, 2005; Godley et al., 2007). 

 Though a discussion of difference is important in language instruction, it seems 

that this is no longer enough (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 2006, Godley & Minnici, 2008; 

Gutierrez, 2008).  In addition to discussing differences in language varieties and 

encouraging students to make use of their entire “linguistic toolkit” (Wheeler & Swords, 

2006, p. 38), teachers who see diversity as resource provide opportunities for students to 

reflect on their own experiences as language users and to learn from the experiences of 

others, through engaging in inquiry projects.  Reflecting on how language is used in 

society allows students to become critical users of language (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 

2006, Godley & Minnici, 2008; Gutierrez, 2008). 

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION AND THE 
IDEOLOGIES OF THE CLASSROOM TEACHER, AND HOW DO THESE IDEOLOGIES 
IMPACT THE LEARNING THAT OCCURS? 
 In reviewing the literature, it is clear that teachers’ language ideologies influenced 

their instruction and their interactions with their students.  Those seen as taking on the 

deficit perspective provided limited opportunities for students to explore language.  

Rather, these teachers taught students that their language was wrong and, therefore, 

needed to be fixed.  Unfortunately, these teachers and students saw little success in using 

these approaches (Dyson, 2006; Godley et al., 2007; Fordham, 1999; Razfar; 2005).   
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 Teachers who seemed to view diversity as difference, on the other hand, did 

provide students with opportunities to make use of a variety of language forms (Dworin, 

2006; Godley & Minnici, 2008; Luykx et al., 2008).  Sometimes, they engaged students 

in conversation about language and language practices (Godley & Minnici, 2008).  

However, the learning ended in the classroom.  In reflecting on their work with students, 

Godley & Minnici (2008) report, “The discussions about discriminatory language 

ideologies and linguistic experiences that took place within our language variation unit 

never addressed how students could affect change in their everyday social realities” (p. 

340).  Though students seemed to feel acknowledged when the teachers recognized the 

linguistic and cultural differences that are part of who they are, students were not 

necessarily encouraged to do anything with this information, in a classroom where the 

teacher sees diversity as difference (Dworin, 2006; Godley & Minnici, 2008).  This 

ideology suggests that difference exists but may fail to address that students can use what 

they have learned to create change in their classrooms, in their schools, as well as in 

society. 

 Teachers who viewed diversity as resource made space for the conversations 

about language differences, as well.  However, this was just the beginning of the learning 

process.  Through the design of their instructional activities, these teachers 

communicated that students have the power to create change in their lives, making the 

world a better place for everybody (Alim, 2007; Fecho et al., 2006; Gutierrez, 2008). 
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IMPLICATIONS 
 In reflecting on the work of teachers who see diversity as resource, Paris & Ball 

(2009) share, “Achieving this vision requires changes in teachers’ conceptions of 

themselves as teachers and as learners, and changes in teacher education programs as 

well” (p. 392).  Because ideologies seem to affect teachers in ways that they do not even 

recognize, further research is needed, particularly research that demonstrates the 

successful practices of teachers who see diversity as resource.  In the literature I 

reviewed, there were a larger number of studies that focused on teachers and schools who 

take on the deficit perspective.  Just as we are encouraging our teachers to focus on what 

students bring with them to schools, I would like to call on researchers to continue their 

work in the classrooms of teachers who see diversity as resource.  These educators can 

serve as models for pre-service teachers, encouraging them to question their beliefs and 

proving to them that their students can achieve when they are positioned in ways that 

honor who they are and what they bring to the classroom as well as to society. 

 Reflecting on my own work in the classroom leads me to wonder about the 

progress my students could have made if I would have focused more of my energy on 

teacher research and had my students engage, more often, in inquiry projects.  As a 

teacher educator, I hope to model and create an undergraduate classroom environment in 

which diversity is seen as a resource.  In the spirit of Alim (2007), Fecho et al. (2006), 

and Gutierrez (2008), I will encourage teachers to make space for inquiry projects, 

looking at their own cultural practices and the practices of others, in hope of making the 

classroom a space in which everyone feels valued and, therefore, has the capacity to 
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learn.  In addition, I will work with teachers, providing them with tools, so they feel 

confident to offer these same opportunities to their students, inviting them to take on the 

role of researcher, in order to explore the world in which we live, in hope of making it a 

better place for everyone. 
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