
Supporting ELLS by addressing cultural differences in
the classroom: a professional development program.

Item Type Thesis

Authors Davis, Tonya L.

Download date 23/05/2023 21:46:24

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/381

http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/381


Running Head:  SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

i 

 
 
 
 

SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN THE 
CLASSROOM:  A PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM 

 
 

by 
 

Tonya L. Davis 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Master’s Project 
Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Science in Education 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 
Department of Education 

State University of New York at Fredonia Fredonia, New York 
July 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

iii 

Abstract  

There is a large and ever growing population of English Language Learners (ELLs) in the 

Buffalo Public School (BPS) system.  The majority of ELLs in the BPS come from a Spanish 

language background, but there are students from approximately 56 other countries within the 

school system.  In order to ensure the success of students, teachers must have cultural 

competency—knowledge about teaching a culturally diverse population of students.  Mainstream 

or general education teachers may not have adequate training to work with this population of 

students.  If teachers have not been trained in dealing with culturally diverse students, they may 

find themselves feeling uncomfortable or unqualified to work with this growing population of 

ELLs.  Without this knowledge, these teachers are not able to provide the best service to students 

and generate high student achievement.  My objective is to provide a document and 

recommendations for professional development training for Buffalo Public School teachers that 

will inform them about the growing population of students from Myanmar (Burma), which is one 

of the fastest growing groups of ELLs in the Buffalo Public Schools today. 

 
 
 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

iv 

Table of Contents 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………..1 

 Terminology……………………………………………………………………………….2 

Rationale…………………………………………………………………………………………..4 

Literature Review………………………………………………………………………………….6 

 Introduction to the review………………………………………………………………....6 

 The current situation of English language learners……………………………………...7 

 Implications of increased numbers of ELLs………………………………………………8 

 Teacher preparation……………………………………………………………………...10 

 Cultural differences………………………………………………………………………11 

 Teacher’s awareness of own culture……………………………………………………..12 

Cultural adjustment of ELLs……………………………………………………………..13 

Parent involvement………………………………………………………………………14 

Professional development………………………………………………………………..15 

Methodology……………………………………………………………………………………..18 

 Proposed audience and location…………………………………………….……………19 

 Proposed workshop format and activities………………………………………………..19 

  Session 1…………………………………………………………………………19 

   Activity 1, Part 1. Language shock class………………………………..19 

   Activity 1, Part 2. Reflection and discussion…………………………….20 

   Activity 2. Introduction to the workshop………………………………...21 

  Session 2…………………………………………………………………………21 

   Activity 1. Review……………………………………………………….21 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

v 

   Activity 2. My cultural identity………………………………………….21 

   Activity 3. Identity web………………………………………………….22 

   Activity 4. Five social institutions of influence………………………….22 

  Session 3…………………………………………………………………………23 

   Activity 1. Cultural baggage discussion…………………………………23 

   Activity 2. Culture clashes……………………………………………….23 

  Session 4…………………………………………………………………………24 

   Activity 1. The benefits of including culture…………………………….24 

   Activity 2. Parent involvement…………………………………………..24 

  Session 5…………………………………………………………………………25 

   Activity 1. The Burmese…………………………………………………25 

   Activity 2. Wrap up………………………………………………………26 

 Proposed resources for workshop………………………………………………………..26 

 Proposed evaluation of workshop………………………………………………………..27 

Discussion and conclusion……………………………………………………………………….27 

References………………………………………………………………………………………..30 

Appendices……………………………………………………………………………………….36 

 Appendix A. Language shock class reflection questions...………………………………36 

 Appendix B. Two steps forward, one step back…………………………………………37 

 Appendix C. Identity web…………………..……………………………………………38 

 Appendix D. Five social institutions of influence…………….…………………………39 

 Appendix E. Culture Crossing…………………...………………………………………40 

 Appendix F. Burma fact sheet……...……………………………………………………41 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

vi 

 Appendix G. What have I learned………..………………………………………………46 

 Appendix I. Who are ELLs? PowerPoint presentation…………………………………..47 

 

 

 



Running Head:  SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

1 

 
Introduction	  

The	  number	  of	  English	  language	  learners	  (ELLs)	  in	  the	  public	  school	  systems	  of	  the	  

United	  States	  has	  increased	  almost	  exponentially	  in	  recent	  years.	  Because	  of	  the	  quick	  rise	  

in	  the	  ELL	  population,	  many	  teachers	  are	  working	  with	  a	  student	  population	  about	  whom	  

they	  may	  have	  very	  little	  knowledge	  or	  training	  in	  teaching.	  If	  the	  number	  of	  ELLs	  remains	  

as	  high	  as	  it	  is,	  or	  if	  it	  continues	  to	  increase,	  teacher	  education	  will	  likely	  begin	  to	  include	  

strategies	  for	  teaching	  ELLs,	  but	  now	  many	  of	  the	  teachers	  who	  are	  encountering	  ELLs	  in	  

their	  classroom	  and	  are	  often	  frustrated	  by	  a	  lack	  of	  knowledge	  regarding	  how	  to	  interact	  

with	  and	  teach	  students	  who	  have	  different	  background,	  language	  and	  whose	  grasp	  of	  

English	  is	  still	  limited.	  Many	  of	  these	  teachers	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  Buffalo	  Public	  School	  

system.	  Future	  teachers	  will	  have	  ELL	  strategies	  incorporated	  into	  their	  teacher	  education	  

programs	  due	  to	  new	  federal	  laws,	  but	  teacher	  who	  are	  already	  in	  the	  system	  are	  at	  a	  loss.	  	  

Currently, the Buffalo Public School system does not provide teachers with any formal 

training or information about the cultural backgrounds of the increasingly diverse population of 

ELLs.  Teachers who have been certified and working for many years may not have had any 

training that deals with culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students and newer teachers 

have probably had minimal training in their teacher education programs. Much of the 

information that teachers learn about ELLs focuses on students of Hispanic or Latin descent.  

Although this is valuable and necessary because the Latino population is growing so fast in 

America, the cultural differences and expectations found between mainstream Americans and 

Latinos (and even among different groups of Latinos) can be very different from those found 

between Americans and people of other backgrounds such as those from Asia or Africa.  Buffalo 

teachers need information that is specific to the population of students within our school district.  
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The fastest growing groups of ELLs are currently from Burma (Myanmar) and Nepal, but many 

teachers know little about these countries or the cultures of their people (Henry, 2010). Teachers 

who have some knowledge about the background of their students will be better able to respond 

to their students’ social and educational needs.  Teachers who know nothing about their students’ 

cultural backgrounds might not be serving their students best because of misunderstandings due 

to cultural clashes.  

Terminology. There are some terms that are specific to the area of teaching English as a second 

language that may be used in this document.  The following is a listing of some of those terms, 

their abbreviations and their meanings. 

AYP – Adequate Yearly Progress. According to the No Child Left Behind Act, schools must 

demonstrate that students are making AYP through the use of standardized tests. AYP means 

that students meet designated levels of proficiency on yearly math and reading standardized tests. 

Test scores are reported by subgroup of students (e.g., ELL, ethnicity, social economic status, 

and special education) therefore making schools accountable for each individual group of 

students (Moreno, 2010). If a school fails to make AYP for two or more years, the school is 

required to identify the areas that need improvement and implement a plan to raise achievement 

(Moreno, 2010). Any school that continues to fail to meet AYP can face restructuring, a change 

in staff, an extended school day/year, or even closure (Moreno, 2010). 

CLD – Culturally Diverse/Culturally and Linguistically Diverse  – This term refers to 

populations of students who come from homes or communities where the primary language of 

communication is something other than English (Gonzalez, Pagan, Wendell, & Love, 2011).  

The term is often used to describe ELLs, but its meaning also encompasses the diverse cultural, 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

3 

economic and social backgrounds of students as opposed to ELL which refers only to language 

differences (Gonzalez, Pagan, Wendell, & Love, 2011).  

ELL (also sometimes abbreviated as EL) – English Language Learner  (see LEP definition) 

ESL/ESOL- English as a Second Language/English for Speakers of Other Languages: Both of 

these terms refer to English language programs for ELLs and teacher certifications in New York 

State.  

ESL Program Models:  

Bilingual model– ELL students receive instruction in English while also using the 

student’s native language for support.  Bilingual programs can be transitional or they can be two-

way programs.  Transitional bilingual education is that in which students are taught in their 

native language, but as their English improves, the ratio of English to Native language shifts 

from relying more heavily on the native language to relying primarily on English.  Two-way 

bilingual programs include both students who are native speakers of the dominant language and 

students who come from another language group (e.g., Spanish.)  Instruction occurs in both 

languages with the expected outcome of all students becoming fluent in both languages.  

Push-in model– The ESL teacher comes to the regular classroom to provide English 

language instruction/support.  Sometimes in this model the ESL teacher co-teaches with the 

classroom teacher and other times the ESL teacher works one-on-one or in small groups with the 

ELLs in the classroom.  

Pull-out model –ELL students are taken out of their regular classes for a designated 

amount of time per week for instruction by the ESL teacher. 

LEP-Limited English Proficient – The New York State Educational Department defines LEP as: 
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Students whose primary language is a language other than English are often referred to as 

Limited English Proficient students (LEP) or as English Language Learners (ELLs). In 

New York State, under Part 154 of the Commissioner's Regulations (CR Part 154) 

limited English proficient students are: 

a. Students with limited English proficiency shall mean students who by reason of 

foreign birth or ancestry, speak a language other than English, and 

1. either understand and speak little or no English; or score below a state 

designated level of proficiency, on the Language Assessment Battery- 

Revised (LAB-R) or the New York State English as a Second Language 

Achievement Test (NYSESLAT). (New York State Education 

Department, 2012) 

LEP students keep this classification and must take a state mandated number of hours of 

English as a Second Language classes per day until they score at the proficient level on 

the NYSESLAT.  

 
NCLB (sometimes pronounced “nickel-be” stands for the No Child Left Behind Act, was drafted 

by the Department of State during the Bush administration and is the reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  

NEP – Non-English Proficient (see LEP definition) 

Target Language – The language that is being learned, in this case English, is sometimes referred 

to as the Target Language.  

Rationale. This	  thesis	  project	  is	  designed	  as	  an	  emergency	  intervention	  for	  classroom	  

teachers	  who	  are	  working	  with	  ELLs	  from	  Burma/Myanmar	  but	  who	  feel	  they	  lack	  the	  

necessary	  information	  to	  teach	  them	  effectively.	  	  This	  project	  is	  not	  intended	  to	  be	  a	  
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replacement	  for	  training	  in	  ESL	  strategies,	  rather	  its	  intent	  is	  to	  provide	  mainstream	  

teachers	  with	  important	  information	  about	  cultural	  expectations	  and	  student	  background	  

that	  will	  help	  mainstream	  teacher	  to	  feel	  more	  confident	  to	  work	  with	  ELLs.	  	  Many	  teachers	  

are	  also	  unaware	  of	  how	  their	  own	  cultural	  expectations	  influence	  how	  they	  perceive	  

students.	  	  These	  cultural	  clashes	  can	  have	  a	  negative	  impact	  upon	  teacher-‐student	  

interactions	  and	  on	  the	  learning	  that	  does	  or	  does	  not	  occur	  in	  the	  classroom	  (Chamberlain,	  

2005). 

This project was inspired by from my observations while working in diverse schools 

within the Buffalo Public School district for approximately nine years, and particularly in one 

very diverse school.  The school was in the inner city and approximately 97% of students 

received free or reduced lunch.  We used to joke that there were 3 white American students in 

the school.  It could be estimated that a third of the school was African American and one third 

were Latino (mostly Puerto Rican but also Cuban, Dominican and El Salvadoran.) The other 

third of the school was made of ELLs from Somalia, Sudan, Bosnia, Croatia, Yemen, Iraq, 

Vietnam and many other countries.   My experience as a substitute allowed me to work with 

almost all of the students, faculty and staff in the building at some point.  Few other substitute 

teachers were willing to take the classes that had high numbers of ELLs, because many substitute 

teachers felt they had little understanding of these students or how to instruct ELLs.  Many 

teachers in the building also expressed feelings of unease and a lack of training in dealing with 

culturally diverse students, a sentiment common not only in this school but also in many other 

Buffalo public schools.  Teachers who had a good relationship with the ESL teachers would 

come to ask questions about working with ESL students, but not all teachers are proactive and 

will seek out the ESL teacher with questions.  There is a need for consistent, reliable and easily 
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accessible information for teachers regarding ESL students in the Buffalo Public Schools.  

Ideally, this information should become a professional development program for mainstream 

teachers on working with ELLs, focusing primarily on the impact of culture.  In addition to the 

professional development, information should be available in print form so that teachers may 

refer to it when they have questions.  The culmination of this project will be the professional 

development program and literature about cultural awareness because it will help ELLs feel 

more comfortable in school and therefore will be more likely to succeed.  

Literature Review 

Introduction to the Review.  Four main areas will be discussed in relation to this project.  These 

areas are teacher preparation in dealing with ELLs, how cultural differences affect education, 

parent involvement, and designing a professional development program for teachers.  The 

increased population of immigrants in schools means that mainstream and general education 

teachers will be very likely to find themselves teaching ELLs.    

Most schools in the Buffalo public schools (and throughout the country) follow the pull-

out model which means that ELLs spend the majority of their time in regular classrooms with 

teachers who do not have much training in working with culturally and linguistically diverse 

students (Karathanos, 2008; O’Hara & Pritchard, 2008; Pohlat, 2009).  Current literature also 

asserts that few teachers feel confident to teach ELLs (Pohlat, 2009).  This may be attributed to 

the fact that researchers say that many teachers have limited knowledge and understanding of 

cultural differences and cultural diversity and how these differences can impact teaching and 

learning (Plata, 2008; Santoro, 2008; Washburn, 2008).  Can teachers become more comfortable 

working with ELLs and thereby improve the quality of education that ELLs receive?  
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The current situation of English Language Learners.  English Language Learners are 

students whose primary language is something other than English who face the challenge of 

mastering academic knowledge and skills while they are acquiring English (NYSed; Crawford 

and Krashen, 2007).  According to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) these ELLs must begin taking 

tests that measure AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress) in some subjects within their first year of 

school in the U.S: 

Under NCLB, all students in grades 3-8 and in one grade in high school must be 

tested once a year in reading and mathematics.  Students are expected to score at the 

"proficient" level or above on state-administered tests by 2014 and to make "Adequate 

Yearly Progress" toward that goal until then. 

Subgroups of students, including low-income, black, Hispanic, special needs 

students and English language learners, also must meet AYP standards.  If they do not, 

the entire school is deemed to have failed. (National Education Association, 2012)  

ELLs who have been enrolled in school in the US for less than 12 months are considered 

“recently arrived” by the U.S. Department of Education and are exempt from one administration 

of the ELA assessment; however, these recently arrived students are required to take the State 

Math assessment within their first year in U.S. schools (ed.gov, 2006).  This is the challenge that 

Crawford and Krashen refer to in their definition of ELLs.  Language acquisition theory states 

that it takes two to four years to acquire conversational English and even longer for academic 

language (Crawford and Krashen, 2007).  Because of the AYP requirements of NCLB, students 

who are learning English must show that they are making the same progress in ELA and math as 

their native language peers regardless of their English language proficiency.  For students to do 
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this, schools must provide extra support by ensuring that all teachers who teach ELLs be trained 

to work with this special population of students.  

The percentage of English Language Learners in the Buffalo Public Schools has been 

increasing throughout the last decade.  According to demographic information compiled in the 

New York State Report Cards, the percentage of ELLs in Buffalo which was 6.1% in 1998-1999 

school year, dropped as low as 5% in 2003-2004 and since then has steadily increased reaching 

8% of the student population as of the 2008-2009 school year (New York State Education 

Department, 2010).  Buffalo is not alone in experiencing a growth in ELLs.  Gonzalez, Pagan, 

Wendell, & Love (2011) state that “according to the U.S. Department of Education’s survey of 

LEP students and educational programs, total Pre-K – 12 enrollments increased 3.66% between 

1995 and 2006, while LEP student enrollment increased a staggering 57.17% during the same 

time.”  According to Crawford and Krashen (2007), between 1992 and 2002 the number of 

teachers with ELLs in their classroom increased from 15 percent to 43 percent.  In 2002, the 

California Department of Education estimated that there were over 1.5 million ELLs in the 

state’s public and private schools, and numbers are projected to reach 2 million by the year 2015 

(O’Hara & Pritchard, 2008).  In the last decade, there has been an over 200% increase in the 

number of ELLs in 16 U.S. states (Polat, 2009).  Albrecht and Sehlaoui (2008) cite estimates of 

9.9 million ELLs in American classrooms.  The number of Limited English Proficient (LEP) 

students in one Buffalo school increased from 62 in 2008 to approximately 215 this year and 

continues to grow (New York State Education Department, 2010).  The consequence of these 

numbers is that the likelihood that a teacher will have an ELL in his or her classroom is very 

high; in fact, O’Hara and Pritchard have cited that half of all teachers in the U.S. will have the 
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responsibility of teaching an ELL at some point (2008).  By 2030, 40% of students in American 

schools may be ELLs (Karathanos, 2008).  

Implications of increased numbers of ELLs. As already stated, with the increased population 

of ELLs, mainstream and general education teachers will be very likely to find themselves 

teaching ELLs. Although English as a Second Language (ESL) programs and services are 

required for ELLs who have not reached proficiency guidelines set by each state, ELLs spend the 

majority of their time in regular classrooms with teachers who do not have much training in 

working with culturally and linguistically diverse students (Karathanos, 2008; O’hara & 

Pritchard, 2008; Pohlat, 2008).  Despite the fact that ESL theory shows that other models are 

more effective, most ESL programs in U.S. schools use the ‘pull-out’ model (Karathanos, 2008). 

In the pull-out model, students are taken out of their regular classrooms for a required amount of 

ESL instruction (Karathanos, 2008).  In New York State, Part 154 of the Commissioner’s 

regulations requires that students who test at the beginning English proficiency level must 

receive 360 to 540 minutes (determined by grade level) of ESL instruction per week (NYSED, 

2009).  Thus, beginning ESL students spend 72 to 108 minutes per day with their ESL teacher, 

but will usually be in the mainstream classroom for the majority of the school day.  Karathanos 

points out that this means mainstream teachers are responsible for the major portion of their ESL 

students’ education, and therefore should have a strong background in the “principles and 

strategies” that benefit ELLs (2008). Teachers who have little or no training in second language 

acquisition theory might misinterpret the fluency level of their ELL students. Cummins’ 

concepts of social versus academic language, which he referred to as BICS (Basic Interpersonal 

Communication Skills) and CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency) must be 

introduced to all teachers who will interact with ELLs. When teachers see ELLs interacting 
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successfully on a social level, they sometimes assume that student has reached a level of English 

proficiency that indicates the student is on the same academic level as his or her native language 

peers, which is often untrue. School districts and teacher education programs need to focus on 

providing more training to all teachers who work with ELLs (Albrecht & Sehlaoui, 2008).   

Teacher preparation. Much of the existing research agrees that teacher education programs 

need to include more information about teaching ELLs (Albrecht & Sehlaoui, 2008; Bell & 

Thomas, 2008; Marbley et al., 2007; O’Hara & Pohlat, 2009; Pritchard, 2008).  “Mainstream 

teachers are responsible for meeting both the academic and language needs of ESL learners, and 

despite the fact that few states require that teachers of core content areas have any background in 

ESL methods, training and field experience for preservice teachers is needed to make content 

material comprehensible and accessible for future second language learners” (Vacca-Rizopoulos 

& Nicoletti, 2009, p. 68). Polat posits that only 20% of teachers said that they felt confident to 

teach ELLs despite the fact that up to 50% have ELLs in their classrooms (2009). Teachers do 

not have enough knowledge about language acquisition or the significance of cultural diversity 

(Polat, 2008).  Research cited by Marbley et al. (2007) shows that although pre-service and 

professional teachers responded that they felt well prepared to be teachers, most expressed that 

they felt unprepared to teach diverse students including students of color, non-native English 

speakers and culturally diverse students.  

TESOL licensure for mainstream teachers has shown to be beneficial to inservice 

teachers according to a study by Albrecht and Sehlaoui (2008).  In their study, Albrecht and 

Sehlaoui (2008) examined the impact on teaching and learning which resulted from a 

professional development project called Project Estrellas, which allowed 20 inservice teachers 

from seven districts in Kansas to complete their TESOL licensure.  The qualitative data collected 
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from and about the teacher participants positively described the teachers ability to better serve 

ELL students within a mainstream class after completing the program, thereby implying that 

teachers who participate in TESOL training will feel more comfortable teaching ELLs (Albrecht 

& Sehlaoui, 2008).  This small study shows that TESOL training benefits inservice teachers, but 

it is unrealistic to think that all inservice teachers will participate in programs to get their TESOL 

certification or licensure.  Other school districts have provided professional development courses 

or programs to improve inservice teachers’ knowledge about working with linguistically and 

culturally diverse students.  “Successful teacher preparation programs [should] integrate issues of 

linguistic and cultural diversity into all courses and field experience” (O’Hara & Pritchard, 

2008).  

Cultural Differences. Researchers discuss that many teachers have limited knowledge and 

understanding of cultural differences and cultural diversity and how these differences can impact 

teaching and learning (Chamberlain, 2005; Plata, 2008; Santoro, 2008; Washburn, 2008). 

Cultural differences between teachers and their culturally and linguistically diverse students can 

have a negative impact on their education and result in overrepresentation in special education 

programs (Chamberlain, 2005).  Similarly, teachers who are culturally sensitive can have a 

positive impact for students (Plata, 2008).  In a culturally diverse classroom, there are many 

different perspectives from which the world is viewed and these varied views can cause 

misunderstandings between the student and teacher (Chamberlain, 2005; Plata, 2008). Teachers 

must be aware that it is not only the students who bring their cultural background and perspective 

to the classroom, but teachers’ expectations are also based on the teacher’s cultural knowledge 

and experience (Plata, 2008).  There are many instances in which cultural differences have 

caused problems between recent immigrants and their native peers, colleagues, supervisors or 
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caretakers.  In a study of unaccompanied Sudanese minors in foster care, conflicts and 

misunderstandings occurred between the minors and their foster parents due to cultural 

differences regarding eye contact, limited communication and privacy (Luster, et al., 2009).   

The goal of this project is to present teachers with cultural information that will help 

teachers to lead their class in a way that encourages all students to succeed.  Researchers such as 

Stephen Chamberlain (2005) and Maximino Plata (2008) have written about the position of 

power that teachers hold and the importance of teachers to be aware of how their own behaviors 

affect their students.   

Teacher’s awareness of own culture.  “Most members of the dominant society rarely 

acknowledge themselves as cultural beings.  They have no reason to.” (Ladson-Billings in Adair, 

2008, p. 190).  Often, teachers forget that the students are not the only people who bring their 

culture and perspective into the classroom.  Teachers constantly make observations, judgments 

and decisions about their students based on their own cultural perspective which can have an 

impact on how they teach and interact with students (McIntyre, Hulan & Maher, 2010).   In her 

research, Santoro (2009) wrote that many teachers found designing lessons that were culturally 

relevant to their students was difficult because teachers were not able to go beyond their own 

view of the world to recognize what is culturally relevant to the students.  Gay and Kirkland 

(2003) state that, “to make teaching more relevant to diverse students, teachers need to have a 

thorough understanding of their own cultures and the cultures of different ethnic groups” (p. 

182).  

 Before teachers can adapt their instruction to be culturally responsive to ELLs in their 

classroom, teachers need to take part in cultural awareness activities that help them recognize 

their own cultural perspective and biases.  Some activities suggested by researchers are a 
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language shock class, a privilege walk, Two Steps Forward-One Step Back, the sharing of stories 

and self-reflection (Adair, 2008; Barnes, 2006; Chamberlain, 2005; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; 

McIntyre, Hulan & Mahar, 2010).  A video such as “The Lunch Date,” used by Gallavan and 

Ramirez (2005) is also an excellent catalyst for discussion and self-reflection.  The 10-minute 

video shows a lunch encounter wherein a misunderstanding takes place due to cultural bias 

(Gallavan & Ramirez, 2005).  The video provides an opportunity to question the reasons for the 

misunderstanding and the influence of culture on the situation.  

Cultural adjustment of ELLs.  When a child moves to a new country, they often experience 

stress caused by the difficulty of learning a new language and new social norms (Sonderegger & 

Barrett, 2004, p.  342).  All people experience some degree of culture shock when they move to 

live in a new country or culture (Mason, n.d.).  Culture shock has five distinct phases: the 

honeymoon phase, the rejection phase, the regression phase, the recovery phase and reverse 

culture shock (Mason, n.d.).  The honeymoon phase finds the newcomer excited and tolerant of 

problems because they recognize that many things are new and different (Mason, n.d.).  After the 

honeymoon phase is over, the newcomer may enter the rejection phase where he or he begins to 

reject the new country or culture and to complain or feel aggressive toward the new culture 

(Mason, n.d.).  This is can be followed by a stage of regression in which the newcomer tries to 

revert to or hold on to his or her own culture more strongly (Mason, n.d.).  The fourth stage is 

called recovery and the newcomer begins to become comfortable with the new culture (Mason, 

n.d.).  The final stage, which does not apply to this thesis, is reverse culture shock and can 

happen when one returns to one’s home culture but has become comfortable with their new 

country or culture (Mason, n.d.).  Teachers need to be aware of the stages of culture shock that 

their students might be experiencing.  Awareness an help teachers identify when students are 
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having difficulties adjusting, which can cause interpersonal conflicts and can negatively affect 

the energy they can devote to academic endeavors.  

 Teachers do have the ability to help make a student’s cultural adjustment proceed 

smoothly.  When planning lessons, teachers should consider students’ varying cultures and try to 

include accurate aspects in the lesson whenever possible (Washburn, 2008).  Often portrayals of 

other countries are biased or inaccurate and this can make ELLs feel invisible or excluded 

(Klein, 2008).  Upon a new student’s arrival, teachers should learn the proper pronunciation of 

the student’s name and then assign a buddy or partner who can help teach the routines of the 

classroom or school (Washburn, 2008).  Washburn (2008) also recommends that students will 

feel a better sense of belonging if they know their way around the building.  

Parent Involvement.  Studies have stressed that parent involvement and a strong connection 

between school and home will increase the likelihood of a student’s success in school (Wegmann 

and Bowen, 2010).  Yan Guo (2010) has written about the high rate of failure for ELLs and 

suggests that one reason for this high rate of failure is poor home-school communication.  Both 

new and experienced teachers have expressed problems with communication with the parents of 

ELLs (Guo, 2010).  Poor home-school communication can have a variety of causes including 

language barriers and differences in cultural expectations.  If a family has different cultural 

knowledge, expectations, or resources from the culture of the school, they will experience 

disadvantages (Wegmann and Bowen, 2010).  Educators must be aware of how culture can affect 

the connection between home and school if stronger parent involvement is a valued goal.  Then 

schools must make an effort to recognize and work through any cultural differences.   

Physical resources can affect parent involvement in that families may lack access to 

transportation or child care which are often necessary if parents are to come to the school and 
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meet with teachers, attend events such as Math/ELA nights or concerts, or to help out during the 

school day.   Schools often have little control over resources such as transportation or childcare, 

but if parents know about events early enough, they might be about to come up with a solution 

themselves.  Another possible barrier to parent involvement is language.  Researchers have noted 

that parents of ELLs are often ELLs themselves and do not communicate with the schools either 

because they cannot do so in English, or lack confidence in their English language skills (Guo, 

2010; Wegmann and Bowen, 2010).  Access to bilingual translators are a good solution to the 

language barrier and translators often also explain cultural differences such as the way the school 

system functions (Guo, 2010).   

Clashes between cultural expectations may also be an explanation for limited ELL parent 

involvement.  In some cultures, parents would never contact a child’s teacher without first being 

invited and in other cultures parents view contacting the teacher as being disrespectful—a means 

of looking over the teacher’s shoulder (Guo, 2010; Wegmann and Bowen, 2010).  Educators may 

also believe that parents lack interest when they do not attend events or contact teachers but Guo 

(2010) states that parent involvement, as we know it (volunteering in the classroom, contacting 

teachers, etc.,) is a western concept with which parents may be unfamiliar.   

Educators must be aware of language barriers and cultural differences when considering 

the school-home connection.  Schools must let the parents of ELLs know how the system 

functions and schools must listen to what parents expect the school to provide.  Only this way, 

will the parent-school relationship be able to grow and benefit ELLs.   

Professional Development.  As in all careers, the teachers who are most effective are those who 

continue to grow both personally and professionally.  High quality professional development 

activities are an important tool in this growth.  The term professional development has been 
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defined broadly in educational literature to include activities such as workshops, conferences and 

college courses, as well as co-teaching, mentorships and reflecting on one’s current teaching 

(Desimone, 2009).  The design of professional development activities can be influenced by the 

amount of time and resources available and will vary depending on what is to be covered.  

Continued professional development is not only something sought out by teachers on their own, 

but it is also expected of teachers according to NCLB regulations in order to guarantee that 

teachers are highly effective.   

The main goals of any type of professional development are to improve teachers’ 

effectiveness and accordingly student achievement (Albrecht & Sehlaoui, 2008; Desimone, 

2009; Rosemary & Feldman, 2009).   Research shows that high-quality professional 

development should have the following characteristics: coherence, active learning, duration, 

collective participation, and a reform approach (Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 

2007; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss & Shapley, 2007).  The setting of the professional 

development can also have an important role in its success (Penuel et al., 2007, Rosemary & 

Feldman, 2009).   

 Coherence.  The first thing that needs to be done in a professional development program 

is to sell the teacher on its goals.  Teachers need to understand the relevance of the professional 

development to their own knowledge and goals as well as how it will support school, district, 

state and local educational goals (Rosemary & Feldman, 2009; Vasumathi, 2010).  “Coherence 

refers to teachers’ interpretations of how well aligned the professional development activities are 

with their own goals for learning and their goals for students” (Penuel et al., 2007).  Teachers 

will be unlikely to incorporate what is presented in the professional development if they do not 

see a good reason to do so (Vasumathi, 2010).  In the case of this professional development, an 
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introductory activity such as a language shock class is included in order to allow teachers to 

experience school as though they are new ELLs.  This experience combined with reflection and 

discussion will demonstrate the importance of the subject of the professional development.  

 The language shock class and subsequent reflection and discussion are also a means of 

including active learning, another aspect of high quality professional development.  Active 

learning requires participation, interaction, and first hand experience as opposed to passively 

listening to a lecture (Penuel et al., 2010; Vasumathi, 2010).  

 Research has noted that the duration of a professional development program has a strong 

impact on its success (Bell & Thomas, 2008; Rosemany & Feldman, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007).  

According to Bell and Thomas (2008), teachers’ classroom practices are unlikely to change after 

a one day professional development workshop.  Yoon et al. (2007), state that longer professional 

development programs show the most positive effects on student achievement and they actually 

recommend 14 or more hours of professional development.  Fourteen or more hours of 

professional development are not always an option due to resources, scheduling or other reasons, 

but high quality professional development should take place over more than one session.  Having 

the professional development spread out over multiple sessions allows teachers to try out what 

they are learning in their classrooms and to come back to reflect upon their successes or 

failures—another opportunity for active learning (Desimone, 2009; Garet, Porter, Desimone, 

Birman & Yoon, 2001; Penuel et al., 2010).  

 Collective participation describes to the move toward presenting professional 

development programs to participants who come from the same school, grade level or 

department (Desimone, 2009; Garet et al., 2001).  When teachers from a common school, grade 

level or department take part in a professional development program together, they have 
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opportunities to share their common experiences while at the workshop and outside the 

workshop as they return to their daily schedules (Garet et al., 2001).  Teachers may be more 

likely to use what they have learned in the professional development if they are surrounded by 

others who have learned the same things.  They can work together and compare results, thereby 

increasing the effectiveness in implementing aspects of the professional development program.  

The professional development designed in this project is intended to be delivered to teachers 

within one school. 

 Finally, highly effective professional development should take on a reform approach.  A 

reform approach uses mentoring, study groups and coaching (Garet et al., 2001; Penuel et al., 

2010).  Professional developments that take place over a long period of time provide better 

opportunities for reform-oriented activities (Penuel et al., 2010).  Penuel et al. (2010) also 

suggests that site-based professional development programs are more effective because more 

reform-oriented activities such as in-depth engagement, mentoring/coaching, committees and 

study groups can be included.  

The question of who facilitates a professional development programs should not be 

overlooked.  The quality of the facilitators important to the success of a program (Desimone, 

2009).  Penuel et al. (2007) suggests that professional development programs should be 

facilitated by “current classroom teachers, whom other teachers trust as a source of meaningful 

guidance” (p. 928).   

Methodology 

After identifying the purpose of this project, I made an appointment with the supervisor 

of the ESL department of the Buffalo Public Schools, Anne Henry.  We discussed the project’s 

relevance to teachers in the Buffalo schools.  Ms. Henry and I looked at the numbers of students 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

19 

from each country who were currently enrolled in the schools and prioritized the groups by 

population and by most recent arrivals.  It was determined that for my project the top group to 

focus on was the Burmese.  Because the outcome of this project is to increase teachers’ cultural 

competence specifically regarding this group of students, a fact sheet should be created which 

will provide general information about Burma 

Proposed Audience and Location.  The intended audience for this professional development 

will consist of K-12 Buffalo Public School teachers of any subject area.  Many teacher training 

programs fail to provide much training to classroom teachers about dealing with culturally and 

linguistically diverse students.  This program is proposed for any Buffalo Public school teacher 

who works with ELLs.  

The specific location of the program will be determined later, but is intended to be 

presented in the school building, preferably in a classroom with access to an interactive white 

board and appropriate seating for small group work or discussions.  

Proposed workshop format and activities.  The workshop will take place over 10 hours which 

will be divided into five two-hour sessions.  

Session 1 

Activity 1, Part 1: Language Shock Class. 

  A language shock class is a short (10-15 minute) basic lesson such as math or science in a 

language unfamiliar to most of the workshop participants.  The purpose of the language shock 

class is to have workshop participants experience what an ELL experiences when thrown into a 

class in an unfamiliar language  and with unfamiliar structures and routines. The facilitator may 

choose the subject matter and design of the mini lesson. If the facilitator does not have a 

background in a second language, he or she should seek out another teacher to present a 10 to 15 
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minute lesson (perhaps the foreign language teacher.) The lesson may include worksheets, or 

text, but can also be done without. Including some reading can help to demonstrate expectations 

for literacy, which characterize most classes. Routines are also commonly found in many 

classrooms. If the opportunity lends, include an example of a routine that students are expected 

to already know and follow such as standing up when the teacher enters, or gathering worksheets 

from a designated location upon arrival to class. When participants do not follow the “routine,” 

the teacher may reprimand the class. Activities such as these will help to reinforce other possible 

differences in the culture of the classroom. The entire activity, including reflection and 

discussion should take around an hour to an hour and 15 minutes depending on the length of the 

discussions. 

Activity 1, Part 2: Language Shock Class Reflection and Discussion.  

Distribute the Language Shock Class Reflection Questions sheet (Appendix A) which 

asks the following questions:  Did you understand any of the lesson?  What did you understand?  

How did you feel during the lesson? What could have been done to help you understand more?  

Give participants about 5 minutes to reflect on the questions and fill out the sheet. Then divide 

the participants into small groups (ideally participants should be seated around tables,) and give 

them about 5-7 minutes to discuss their reactions within their groups.  Assign a reporter for each 

group.  

Have all groups report their results, recording them on a board/chart paper and as a 

group, discuss the results.  Some of the observations that you can expect to find are that 

participants felt confused and frustrated during the lesson.  Depending on the contents of the 

lesson and participants’ familiarity with the language used, they will have varying levels of 
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comprehension of content. Some suggestions for making the lesson more comprehensible 

include using pictures, using body language, and translation.  

Lead a discussion about how participants think the ELLs in their classroom feel, 

especially when they first arrive to our school. How can we, as teachers, help to make ELLs feel 

more comfortable and less frustrated in our classrooms?  

Activity 2: Introduction to the workshop.  

Activity 2 is an informational presentation that describes the purpose of the professional 

development workshop. Also, the question “Who are ELLs?” will be discussed. Definitions will 

be provided of the key termination that will be used throughout the workshop. The current 

situation of ELLs in the country and more specifically within the Buffalo school district will be 

described. Participants will learn the difference between immigrant and refugee. Appendix I 

shows a PowerPoint presentation of this information, excluding the Buffalo demographics. Up to 

date numbers and groups should be inserted at the time of presentation.  

The presentation will be followed by a discussion of the implications of the increased 

number of ELLs in the Buffalo schools. Items to be highlighted in the discussion are teacher 

training and test scores. Workshop participants will wrap up by creating a list of reasons a 

workshop like this is important for Buffalo teachers and how they expect to benefit from this 

professional development workshop.  

Session 2 

Activity 1: Review. 

Review the conclusions from Session1 by looking at the lists created in Activity 1, Part 2 

and Activity 2 on the Day 1.  
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Activity 2: My Cultural Identity. 

In the second session of the professional development workshop, participants will take 

time to reflect on their own cultural identity. They will take part in three activities and 

discussions. The first activity is called One Step Forward, Two Steps Back and is based on an 

activity described by Colbert (2010). The instructions for the activity can be found in Appendix 

B. The purpose of the activity is to point out that we have many differences that we often don’t 

think about, but those differences do not necessarily make us better or worse than another group 

of people (Colbert, 2010).  

Activity 3: Identity Web. 

 This activity also comes from Colbert (2010). Participants will be given a word web 

graphic organizer (Appendix C.) They will write their name in the center and in the surrounding 

circles, they should list groups with which they identify. Potential groups can be ethnicity, race, 

neighborhood, profession, religion, sexual orientation, political beliefs, health, age, gender, 

pastimes, and more. Ask the participants to reflect on a time he or she felt good to be a part of a 

certain group they listed and then to think about a time it felt painful to be a member of one of 

their groups. Participants should then come together in small groups to share their thoughts.  

 The goal of this activity is to give participants the opportunity to realize how various 

identities they have can make them feel either included or excluded in various situations and for 

various reasons.  

Activity 4: Five Social Institutions of Influence 

 The Five Social Institutions of Influence activity is taken directly from Colbert (2010). 

The activity (Appendix D) demonstrates the amount power and influence held by the dominant 

culture in society. Participants will answer a list of questions based upon the five major social 
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institutions: family, religion, school, politics, and economics. They will then come together in 

small groups to discuss how the five social institutions shaped their lives and their view of the 

world. Later, as a whole group, the participants will discuss how their students might answer the 

questions and how these institutions might shape their lives. Record the results of the discussion 

so that it can be reviewed in the next session. The lives of ELLs often do not match the dominant 

culture, which can have a negative impact on them. This activity helps to identify the gap 

between CLD students and the dominant culture.  

Session 3 

Activity 1: Cultural Baggage Discussion 

 The website Culture Crossing presents a set of questions designed to help people to 

evaluate their own “cultural baggage.” Cultural baggage is a way of describing our values, 

assumptions, biases and communications styles that influence how we interact with the world 

outside of us (Culture Crossing, n.d.).  The activities from Day 2 should have helped participants 

become more aware of their own culture and how it influences their lives. Looking at the 

questions from Culture Crossing will help to refresh the minds of participants about what they 

learned about their own culture and their expectations. Use the internet connection and IWB to 

access the Culture Crossing website and discuss the questions on the page titled  “Exploring 

Your Cultural Baggage” (see Appendix E).  

Activity 2:  Culture Clashes. 

 The second part of Session 3 is a discussion of culture clashes that may arise in school 

based on different cultural expectations and communication differences. The facilitator and 

participants should revisit the Five Social Institutions of Influence activity results from Session 

2. 
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 Next, the facilitator will present examples of culture clashes that can happen in school. 

For example, in some countries students should not ask questions of the teacher because it is 

seen as being disrespectful or challenging the teacher’s knowledge. In the U.S., students are 

expected to ask questions as proof that they are taking in the information and using higher order 

thinking skills. Many countries use rote memorization as the main means of instruction whereas 

in the U.S., there is a great deal of inquiry learning, small group work and discussion.  

 Other clashes may stem from differences in communication. Americans expect direct eye 

contact when having a conversation because it signals that the listener is paying attention and is 

being respectful to the speaker. In some countries, making direct eye contact is very 

disrespectful. Even if teachers are unfamiliar with the specific cultural expectations that may be 

held by an ELL, knowing the potential for these clashes can help the teacher to better analyze the 

situation and react rationally.  

Session 4 

Activity 1:  The Benefits of Including Culture in Class. 

 All students come to school with different sets of cultural background knowledge, but the 

background knowledge of CLD students can be very different from that which the teacher 

expects. It is important for teachers to find out as much as they can about the background of their 

students because it can give insight into what they might bring to the class. Knowing the culture 

of students will help teachers to build appropriate schema when introducing new topics.  

 Another reason for teachers to include culture is to increase students’ sense of belonging. 

If students feel excluded, they may put up barriers which will hurt learning. Including the 

students culture will help them to better understand what is being presented in class, it will help 
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them identify with topics and will help them feel like they are a member of the class culture. 

Some examples of how to include culture will be presented by the facilitator using the IWB.  

Activity 2: Parent Involvement.  

 The facilitator will lead a discussion on how parent involvement affects student success 

in school. Workshop participants will provide ideas about the effects of parent involvement.  The 

facilitator will then include any ideas that were not covered.  A strong connection between home 

and school has been shown to increase the likelihood of a student’s success in school.  Cultural 

differences can have a role in parent involvement in school.  Different cultural expectations 

about parent involvement will be presented.  

 Another reason for a lack of parent involvement with respect to CLD students may be 

language barriers.  Parents may lack English language skills or may not feel confident enough in 

their skills to communicate with teachers.  Buffalo teachers need to use resources that are 

available to them to aid in communication.  Explanation of how to use translators will be 

presented.  Participants will also learn about the ESL social worker, how she is available to help 

and how to contact her.  

 The participants will discuss other barriers to parent participation such as transportation 

and any other ideas participants may generate.  They will come up with ideas to improve parent 

involvement.  

Session 5:  

Activity 1: The Burmese. 

 Distribute the fact sheet on Burma (Appendix F.)  Using the IWB, look at a map of Asia 

and locate Burma.  Discuss the political history described in the packet. Then show where the 

refugee camps are located in Thailand and discuss the numbers of Burmese people who have 
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been forced to leave their country. The facilitator will then show the videos on CNN that 

accompanies the article Karen refugees a ‘forgotten story’ which can be found at 

http://edition.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/asiapcf/05/27/thai.karen/  After watching the videos, the 

facilitator will also show KarenRefugee’s journal entries about “My daily life in a Karen refugee 

camp”  found at http://karenrefugee.livejournal.com/4570.html.  The participants will discuss 

what it is like to live in a refugee camp and how the refugees’ lives have changed since moving 

to the U.S.  Remind participants that life in a refugee camp is very different from life here in the 

U.S. and that students will not have the same background knowledge as a child who grew up in 

the United States. It is important to remember this when lesson planning.  

Activity 2: Wrap Up.  

 Distribute the worksheet titled “What Have I Learned” found in Appendix G. Allow 

participants some time to reflect on the questions and then discuss the questions as a group. 

Participants should now be more aware of their own culture and how cultural expectations can 

affect relationships in the classroom. They should have an idea of potential cultural differences 

between themselves and Burmese students they teach. Participants should have some strategies 

for including the culture of their students when teaching.  Participants should also have increased 

knowledge about working with parents of ELLs.  

Proposed resources for workshop.  Culturegrams will be distributed to participants of this 

workshop as reference material for after the workshop.  These culturegram documents will also 

be made available on the Buffalo Public Schools website after the workshops have been 

presented.  They will be available in PDF form for download by any staff member whether or not 

he or she has attended the workshop.  The culturegram will act as a quick reference guide for 
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teachers with information about a specific group, for example, the Burmese.  It will contain a 

country profile and a list of possible culture clashes.  

An interactive white board or a computer and projector will be used to display powerpoint 

presentations and videos.  

Proposed evaluation of workshop.  After the workshop, the participants will fill out a survey 

stating what went well, what could have been better and any suggestions or recommendations. 

The presenter will reflect on how successful he or she felt the workshop was based on the quality 

of discussions and based on feedback from participants. At least a marking period after 

participating in the professional development workshop, teachers will receive an anonymous 

questionnaire in which they will be asked what, if any, impact the workshop had on their 

teaching practices and on their relationship with ELLs in their classroom.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The rapidly increasing numbers of ELLs in the Buffalo Public Schools means that 

teachers throughout the district will find themselves working with ELLs, but teacher education 

programs often have not adequately prepared teachers to work with such a diverse population of 

students. Many teachers have very little background in multicultural education or knowledge of 

strategies specific to teaching ELLs. This lack of training can have a negative impact on student 

success. Ideally, school districts like Buffalo should offer professional development courses in 

ESL strategies and second language development. Realizing that this is unlikely to happen in the 

near future, I believe that providing teachers with information about working with ELLs from a 

cultural perspective will increase the comfort levels of both teachers and students, thus 

cultivating an atmosphere in which students can succeed.  
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Cultural differences can have a significant impact on relationships within the classroom. 

The goal of this professional development program is to make teachers aware of their own 

cultural views, biases and expectations, of their students’ sometimes similar and sometimes very 

different cultural views and expectations.  These differences in culture can cause 

misunderstandings between teachers and students.  They can cause students to feel 

uncomfortable or confused and consequently take up valuable energy and focus that could be put 

toward learning.  Cultural differences can also cause teachers to misjudge a student’s ability, 

motivation or interest.  By participating in this professional development workshop, teachers will 

gain the awareness and insight to minimize the potentially negative impact of cultural differences 

in the classroom.  

There are some limitations to this professional development program. One limitation is 

that the program specifically addresses students from only one country despite the fact that the 

influx of ELLs comes from many different countries.  To address cultural differences that may 

arise between teachers and students of every country from which the Buffalo Public Schools 

receives students would be a large and never-ending task since there are always immigrants and 

refugees arriving from new countries.  By using the Burmese for this professional development, 

hopefully teachers will be able to put their new skills of cultural responsiveness to other groups, 

or will have developed enough interest to seek out more information about other groups on their 

own. The resources used in this professional development program, websites such as 

CultureCrossing.org and the Center for Applied Linguistics, will be given to participants so that 

they may search for information on their own in the future.  

In the future, I expect to actually facilitate this professional development workshop for 

Buffalo Public School teachers. As large groups of immigrants and refugees arrive from other 



SUPPORTING ELLS BY ADDRESSING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

29 

countries, I plan to create new culturegrams featuring these new groups. I plan to include 

Nepal/Bhutan and Afghanistan next. The culturegrams should be available in PDF form on the 

Buffalo Public School website through the Multilingual Education department for reference by 

teachers or by future facilitators of this professional development program.  After the 

professional development workshop has taken place, feedback from participants will be used to 

adjust the content or delivery of the workshop, as needed.  

The results of this professional development workshop can be studied in the future to see 

whether the quality of education that ELLs receive can be improved by providing teachers with 

training that focuses specifically on how culture affects the instruction of ELLs. This program is 

founded on the idea that by raising teachers’ cultural awareness, teacher-student relationships 

will improve and teachers will be more likely to recognize changes they can make in their 

classrooms to benefit ELLs.  
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Appendix A 

Language Shock Class Reflection Questions 
 

1. Did you understand any of the lesson? What did you understand? 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

2. How did you feel during the lesson?  

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What could have been done to help you understand more?  

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________
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 Appendix B 

Two Steps Forward, One Step Back 

Instructions: Participants should stand in a horizontal line in an empty 
space of the room. The facilitator will call out various traits or identities and 
will tell participants in which direction they should move and how much.  
 

Facilitator says: 

If you: 

 

Then take: 

wear glasses two steps back 

are right handed one step forward 

are left handed one step back 

have a pet two steps forward 

own your house two steps forward 

live in an apartment one step back 

have more than one job one step back 

own any Apple products two steps forward 
*You may change the identities according to your group as necessary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Activity taken from Colbert (2010), p. 20 
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 Appendix C 

Identity Web 
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Appendix D 

Five Social Institutions of Influence 

Family 
What is your family background/ethnicity? 
Was it an extended family? Did other family members help you with school? 
What value did your family place on school? 
Did your family play an active part in your school life (participate in activities, sports, etc?)  
What was the economic status of your family? 
Were other members of the family able to complete higher education? 
Was/Is your family led by the matriarch or patriarch? 
What holidays were celebrated in your household? Were they reflected in your school? 
Were any mentors or professionals involved in your educational choices? 

Religion 
Do you subscribe to a religion? 
Is it a central part of your life or a peripheral one? 
Did you attend a religious-based school or a public school? 
How does religion “color” your presentation of information? 
Was daily prayer a part of your school day? 
If so, how did it affect your approach to the completion of required work? 

School 
What was your familyʼs attitude about school? 
What was your school like? Large, small, public, private? 
What kind of teachers did you have? Good, bad? 
What was their approach to teaching? 
How did you react to their style of teaching? How did this shape you? 
Was your community close knit? 
Did you attend more than one elementary or secondary school? Were they different? 
Did you feel powerful or powerless in school? 
What is your reason for being a teacher? 

Politics 
How was politics instrumental in your education? 
Were laws and legislation key to your education? (Equal Opportunity, ADA, etc.) 
Were you schools of high or low quality because if politics? 
Did politics help or hinder your school attendance (segregation, desegregation, war, etc.?) 

Economics 
How did your family economics affect your education? 
How did local or national economics affect your education? 
Can you understand the mindset of various communities and their economic limitations or 
excesses? 
Did you develop expectations of others based on your familiarity with a certain lifestyle 
dependent on economics? 
How does this affect your perception of success for your students? 

Activity from Colbert (2010), p. 21. 
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Appendix E 

Culture Crossing: Explore Your Cultural Baggage 

http://www.culturecrossing.net/explore.php 
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Appendix F 

     
   
 

Burma 
 
 

 
 
Burma (also known as Myanmar) is a Southeast 
Asian Country bordered by Bangladesh, India, 
China, Laos and Thailand. It is roughly the size 
of the state of Texas. The capital city of 
Rangoon is located along the coast of the 
Andaman Sea. Burma is a land of great cultural 
diversity reflected to a degree by the seven 
ethnically based states into which it is divided: 
Arakhan, Chin, Kachin, Karen, Karenni, Mon 
and Shan. Ethnic Burmans make up 68% of the 
population of the country, followed by Shan 
(9%), Karen (7%), Rakhine/Arakhan (4%), 
Chinese (3%), Indian (2%), Mon (2%) and 5% 
are other ethnic groups. 
 
Burmese is the official language of the country, 
however each ethnic group speaks its own 
language.  
 
Burmaʼs landscape is made up of forested 
mountains in the west, north and east of the 
country, fertile areas ideal for growing rice in the 
center of the country, and the coastal south is 
bordered by the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea.  Burmaʼs climate is 
characterized by three different seasons, a hot, dry season, a rainy season 
and a cool season. In the cool season, the northernmost departments may 
see freezing temperatures and some snow.   

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications
/the-world-
factbook/maps/maptemplate_bm.html 
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Politics 
 
 For many centuries, Burma has seen conflict between its largest 
ethnic group, the Burmans, and the many smaller ethnic groups that share 
the same region. Power changed hands among various ethnic groups until 
Burma fell under the control of Britainʼs Indian Empire and would remain so 
for 62 years, between 1824 and 1886. It can be argued that British rule 
worsened the relationships between ethnic groups in Burma because the 
British favored the Burmans, establishing British civil services and law while 
leaving the minority ethnic groups living on the outskirts following traditional 
ways and leadership. Burma was a province of India until 1937, and later 
became a self-governing colony. By the time Burma finally gained its 
independence from the Commonwealth in 1948, there were widespread 
political and economic differences throughout the country.  

Leading up to Burmaʼs independence, Aung San emerged as a 
leader who had the potential to unify the country, but he was assassinated 
just before independence was granted in 1948. Civil wars broke out almost 
immediately after Burma became an independent nation. General Ne Win 
eventually took control of the country, establishing military rule and 
(violently) suppressing ethnic minorities. Many ethnic groups armed 
themselves and fought back. In 1990, the military removed Ne Win from 
power and in 1990 elections were held. The main opposition party won but 
the ruling junta placed the new leader Aung San Suu Kui (Aung Sanʼs 
daughter) under house arrest and did not hand over power. Aung San Suu 
Kui was under house arrest for most of the time between 1989 and 2010 
when she was finally released. During this time, the government 
suppressed protesters who supported democratic rule. Many ethnic 
minorities were forced to flee from their homes and ended up in refugee 
camps outside Burma.  

In November 2010, there were parliamentary elections although the 
international community viewed the election as flawed. The party that was 
already ruling won 75% of the seats in parliament, however the current 
government has finally begun to make political and economic reforms that 
are opening Burma to the rest of the world. Aung San Suu Kui is now a 
member of parliament and the leaders have begun a dialogue with her. 
Many political prisoners have been released and the government is working 
on peace agreements with armed ethnic groups it has been fighting for 
decades. 
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Refugees from Burma 
 

 Decades of civil war in Burma 
and violent military oppression of 
minority ethnic groups have caused 
thousands of people to flee Burma for 
refugee camps along the 
Burmese/Thai border.  

According to the Thailand Burma 
Border Consortium, which manages 
the refugee camps, as of June 2012, 
there were over 142,000 displaced 
people living in these refugee camps. 
The majority of the camps are ethnic 
Karen, but there are also camps for 
Karenni and Shan. 

Some refugees have lived in the 
camps for as long as 10 to 20 years 
and many young people were born 
and have lived their entire lives in 
refugee camps in Thailand.   

 
 Life inside a refugee camp can 
be very tedious. Refugees are not 
allowed to leave the camp for any 
reason. Even if they want to, the 
cannot go outside the borders of 
the camp to find work.                                                   
 
For more information about living 
in a Burmese refugee camp,  
please visit the following website 
and watch the video about the 
Mae La Refugee camp in Thailand:  Karen refugees a ʻforgotten storyʼ 
http://edition.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/asiapcf/05/27/thai.karen/ 
     

http://www.tbbc.org/camps/camps.htm 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ 
e1/Mae_La_refugee_camp.jpg 
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Cultural Considerations 
 
The Burmese value modesty and politeness. 
 

• Many people communicate in an indirect way and you may find that in 
order to be polite the Burmese will give the answer they think you 
want to hear. This can make communication difficult.  
 

• Like other Asian countries, direct eye contact is usually avoided. 
Looking down instead of making direct eye contact is a sign of 
respect. Some ethnic groups, such as the Chin, may even regard 
direct eye contact as a challenge.   

 
• Young people are usually taught to walk behind their elders. 

 
• Lower your head if you pass closely in front of someone older than 

you.  
 

• Do not point your feet at anyone. It is disrespectful.  
 

• Do not touch anyone (even children) on the head. The head is 
sacred. Ask permission if you need to reach for something over a 
personʼs head. 

 
• Use both hands when giving or receiving something. 

 
• Always maintain your temper. Do not raise your voice or show anger. 

 
• When greeting, women are more comfortable with bowing and 

smiling rather than a handshake or a hug.  
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Appendix G 

What Have I Learned? 

1. What have I learned about my culture? 

 

 

 

 

2. What have I learned about culture clashes? 

 

 

 

 

3. What have I learned about how to include culture in my instruction? 

 

 

 

4. What have I learned about the parents of my students? 
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