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At [my undergraduate coﬁlege], I was in the majority. That was
mostly who was in the program: White women who were native
speakers of Eﬁglish. [But] in the [BEM] suriimer program, out of
thirty students, there were a handful of native English speakers.
And' no matter what language you brought to the program, you

" were coristantly having to do things outside your language. It re-
ally made me relate to the experience of what it must be like to be
a second language learner in a classroom. Every day, I came home
with languagé exhaustion: just doing exercises arld attivities in
other languages for even part of the day fnade me realize how
challenging it’'must be. I'd had that feeling of language exhaus- !
tion from other experiences, butibeing in the-program that sum-
mer increased my respect for people with multiple languages.
When [ went.into the classroom in September, I was very sensi-
tive to that feeling of language exhaustion. (Mary Cowhey)

ary Cowhey is a first- and second-grade “mainstream” I

M teacher in a combined bilingual/monolingual English class- :
; W.; M room. At the time she was interviewed, she was also a mas-

ter’s student in the Bilingual/ESL/Multicultural Education (BEM) Prac-

titioner Program in the School of Education -at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. Mary’s sentiments: capture the essence of

219




1220 . THE POWER OF CULTURE

what the BEM faculty members want all teachers to know and under-
stand about their work with language minority students. In our pro-
gram, we grapple with such questions as: “What is the responsibility of
schools and colleges of education that prepare teachers to work with
students who are native speakers of languages other than English?”
“What should all teachers, whether they plan to work in second lan-
guage settings or not, know about language minority students?” “How
can all teacher €ducation programs, not just-those that focus on lan-
guage minority students, provide all prospective teachers with the
skills and experiences tfley’ need-to be prepared .for the tremendous
linguistic and cultural divessity they are bound to encounter in their
classrooms?”

In this chapter, we report on the BEM Practitioner Program, a
teacher education program that is attempting to address some of these
questions. In designing our program, we are guided by a set of princi-
ples. First, we believe that all teachers, not just ESL and bilingual spe-
cialists, must be prepared to teach students of all backgrounds, includ-
ing the growing number of language minority students (e.g., Olsen,
1991, 1994). Second, we feel that all teachers must make decisions
within a pedagogical framework that critically focuses on issues of eq-
uity and social justice (Nieto, 2000b). Qur commitment to these two
principles has been shaped by our experience that most schools and
colleges of education fail to prepare teachers to work effectively with
students of diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds (e.g., Ladson-
Billings, 1995). It is certainly true that there are a number of high-
quality teacher education programs,with specializations in bilingual
education and English as a Second Language (e.g., Gonzalez & Dar-
ling-Hammond, 1997). However, in teacher education programs with-
out these strands, sustained attention to issues of language and culture
is often missing. It seems that too many teacher education programs
are still guided by the erroneous assumption that their job is to train
teachers to work in “regular” (monolingual English) settings, when in
reality all classrooms have, or will soon have, students whose first lan-
guage is not English.

The master’s-level: BEM Practitioner.Program has been developed
to respond to this problem. The’four authors of this chapter are the
core faculty members in the program, and we have thought long and
hard about developing the kind of program that prepares both special-
ists (i.e., those preparing to-work in bilingual and ESL settings) and
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nonspecialists (i.e., those who plan to work in “mainstream? class-
rooms) to be equally capable of téaching language minority and lan-
guage majority students. In this capter, we provide a rationale for our
program and describe its key components. In addition, to find out
how nonspecialists in the BEM program approach their work with lan-
guage learners, one of us, Meg Gebhard, interviewed a-number of cur-
rent and: past BEM teacherstbecause we wanted to hear how the BEM
program helped these teachers think about thé education of language
minority ‘students in their. classroorhs. We include our analysis of
these interviews as a way of reflecting on our efforts to bring a linguis-
tically and culturally responsive focus to the preparation of all teach-
ers in our program.

2

The Need to Reconceptualize Teacher Preparation

Federal mandates from the late 1960s and early 1970s, partly as a re-
sponse to community activistnsrequired that.schools better serve chil-
dren of all backgrounds.Many of the mandates were specifically tar-
geted to students of linguistically diverse backgrounds, mostof whom
had historically been poorly served by U.S. public schools (Garcia,
1995; Minami & Ovando, 1995). At this time, there was also a clear
mandate for schools of education to prepare teachers, school person-
nel, and researchers to take leadership roles in edutating students
from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. During this period
the call for bilingual and ESL education increased (Ovando & Collier,
1998). A decade later, multicultural education also gained increased
accéptance in schools of education and opened the door to transform-
ing the assimilationist positions held by mainstream teacher educa-
tion programs. ' !

In §pite of these changes, teacher education programs have not
kept pace with the unprecedented demand for teachers'who know how
to work effectively with students of linguistically and culturally diverse
backgrounds. At the dawn of the new millennium, there is still a critical
shortage of'bilingual and ESL teachers due to many factors. These fac-
tors include the combined effects of competing economic conditions,
inadequate support for bilingual and foreign language edti¢ation in the
past, the reduced role of-the federal government in language minority
education, consérvative politi¢al movements, and numerous legal chal-
lenges to bilingual education. Consequently, there is a shortage of spe-
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cialists in bilingual: education precisely at the time of greatest student
need (Maxwell-Jolly & Géndara, this volume; Olsen, 1991, 1994). To
make matters worse, a recentstudy conducted by the American Associa-
tion of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE) found that only one-
fourth of all teacher education programs in the United States.have bilin-
gual and ESL teacher education programs (Yasin; 2000). According to
David Imig, president of the AACTE, “The writing is on the wall: [Schools
of educatjon] are going to have-to accelerate their efforts to keep pace
with the changing needs of the student population” (Yasin, 2000, p. 1).
Given the lack of trained ESL and bilingual teachers in the na-
tion’s schools, it is now widely acknowledged that these specialists can
no longer be the only teachers who are responsible for educating lin-
guistically diverse students. As the population of language minority
students grows, as more language mjnority families move from cities
to suburbs and small town$, and as bilingual ‘programs are reduced to
transitional and ESL programs, mainstream teachers more than: ever
will be teaching ianguage minority students., As a result, there is a
growing need to prepare all new and practicing teachers to understand
what it-takes to, teach.language minority students successfully while
respecting the.children’s lingujstic and cultural heritage. This need is
keenly felt in Massachusetts, a.state that has-a grawing population of
language minority students. The BEM ,program was designed to re-
spond to this.need.

i 4

The BEM Practitionér Program

The BEM program is Jocated, in the School of Education at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts Amherst. Western Massachusetts is a predomi-
nantly rural area whose patchwork landscape is knitted into mostly
towns and small cities. Besides the occasional old textile mill, silo, or
paper mill smokestack, the university’s buildings form the only high-
rises-that one can see for miles. The university has a missjon to serve
the Commonwealth of Massachusefts, a gegion that as.of. the 1990
Census had about six million people. Each year, about 18,000 under-
graduates and 6,000 graduate students attend the Amherst campus.
Many teachers in our program come from the four counties surround-
ing the, campus.,We also accept teachers in our program from the
other forty-nine.states, Puerto Rico, ang other coyntries,around the
world (e.g., Peru, Korea, Japan, and China).
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The BEM Practitioner Program prepares educators to work with
culturally and linguistically diverse learners in a variety of instruc-
tional settings (e.g., mainstream classrooms, dual, language programs,
sheltered content classes, and ESL/bilingual team-teaching configura-
tions). Our program resides in the Department of Teacher Education
and Curriculum Studies, one of three departments in the School of Ed-
ucation, Annually, more than forty student practitioners, mostly,post-
bachelor’s, are enrolled in Master’s of Education or Certificate of Ad-
vanced Graduate Studies degree programs. Some may be simulta-
neously seeking either provisional or professional state certification in
early childhood.education or in a particular subject matter area. The
BEM program introduces both specialists (bi}ingual and ESL teachers)
and nonspecialists to issues of additive bilingualism, second:langyage
acquisition theory, and critical multiculturalism. Students in the pro-
gram do not all take the same set of courses, but we try to incorporate
our philosophy in all coyrses, field placements, and other program ac-
tivities. Consequently, thrqughout the program, we hope all teachers
will come to understand the following:

» Diversity is a resource, not a problem.

« Elementary and secondary students with previous schooling éxpe-
riences need more than fanguage instructidn to help them meet
thechallenges of negoti'atingv classroom interactions a&ldﬂ expecta-
tions in academic subjéct matter. )

« Students do not have to be separated from same-language peers to
develop English language skills.

« Parents, other family members, and the communil:’y‘should be in-
volved in the education of their children.

« Teachers rust examin®e théir own assumptions regarding students

and their fafnilies to tnderstand fully how racisn and other biases

operate within schools.

Teachers must have high acadeémic standards while simulta-

neously affirming student diversity.

Specifically, we try to help teachers puzzle through complex issues
of equity and excellencg, particularly as they relate to language minor-
ity students in both mainstream and speciglized classes. Although we
pay careful attention to issues of pedagogy, we do not focus on pat an-
swers, such as prescriping specific classroom routines or pedagogical
techniques as the nagic cures to the problems of teaching and learn-

_-——M
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ing (Bartolomé, 2000). Rather, we want teachers to see themselves as
cultural mediators by taking leadership roles in critically assessing
taken-for-granted assumptions about the nature df language, learning,
and diversity, particularly as these issues relate to learning English as a
world language (Pennycook, 1994, 1998). By doing so, we hope teach-
ers will be able to negotiate differences within their classrooms and
school communities as a way of constructing a more democratic, cul-
furally responsive context for student learning.

We believe that our program’s approach to preparing educators to
work with culturally and linguistically diverse learners is unique in sev-
eral ways as we strive toward these goals. ‘First, we do not assume that
classrooms are monolingual/monocultural places. Rather; we believe
that it is to the benefit of all learriers, including native English speakers,
to develop more than one language. How effectively this occurs de-
pends on a number of factors, including age, opportunities to learn a
second language, how well the first language is developed when in-
struction in the second language begins, the nature of the community
in which the program is housed, and the institutional contexts in
which teaching and learriing take place (Gebhard, 2000; Olsen, 1994;
Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). Nevertheless, even in contexts wheére it may
be difficult to develop two languages (e.g., where there is minimal insti-
tutional support or encouragement for bflingualism), teachers can learn
to base theit curricular and instructional decisions on the assumption
that bilingualism and biculturalism are worthy goals. For example,
rather than focusing simply on ways of teaching English, we encourage
teachers to ask, ”How do we support and encourage learners who are in
the process of 'becommg bilingual’ despite Ppractices and attitudes that
make it difficult for theni to do §o?"1 Slmllarly, we encourage teachers
to think about how schools need to change to accommodate ¢ultural
differences, rather than concentrating on how schools can assimilate
students who are culturally different.

Second, we do not segregate mainstream teachers (both preservice
and in-service) from specialists (ESL, bilingual, and multicultural
teachers) and grade-level teachers (early childhood, elémehtary, sec-
ondaty, and adult) as other teachér preparation progranis often do.
Rather, all teachers take classes and have other experiencesogether to
support‘the formation of sustaining professiorial communities of prac-
tice (Louis & Kruse, 1995; Thiessen: Bascia, & Goodson, 1996) and
learn from one another’s work in diverse settings by collaborating on
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common challenges, such as ensuring that the content of their in-
struction is age appropriate and meaningful to linguistically and cul-
turally diverse learners while supporting second language develop-
ment. Other challenges include finding ways to organize instruction
around powerful learning principles and strategies (e.g., cooperative
learning) and adapting curriculum to meet the mandated standards
established by regulating state bodies while furthering the goals of so-
cial justice.

Finally, our program does.not transmit an- authoritative body of
knowledge that we expect teachers to consume without question. In-
stead, through the design of individual programs of study and collabo-
rative work in our coufses, we aim to provide opportunities for teach-
ers to explore their identities as transformative intellectuals, a term
coined by Henry Giroux (1988) to describe educators who contribute
deliberately and critically to the discourses and practices that consti-
tute .schools and soeiety. Giroux contrasts 'teachers who are trans-
formative intellectuals with educators who take on identities as pro-
ducers and consumers of dominant discourses and practices.

To give readers a better understanding of our*approach to prepar-
ing teachers, we deseribe somme practices of the BEM program. Under-
girding these practices are three key concepts that are incorporated
into the program: a social-justice perspective, a dialogic stance, and a
ptaxis orientation. These concepts are all integral to the process of pre-
paring new educators.

A Social-Justice Perspective

A social-justice perspective is the foundation of the BEM Practitioner
Program; it is infused into all program practices, beginning with select-
ing teachers who will create a vibrant learning community. We select
individuals for the program who are committed to social justice and
whose strengths and experiences will help our entire community better
understand social justice: those who are “border-crossers” (Giroux,
19927 see also Bartolomé, this volume, note 5) and who speak languages
and dialects other than standard English; those who have experienced
poverty, immigration, culture shock, oppression, and prejudice; those
who respect differences and want to work for a better world; and those
willing to critically examine their own ideologies and assumptions. We
recruit individuals who have shotn us in various ways, not always



226 THE POWER.OF CULTURE

through traditional tests or grades, that they can-think critically, gather
evidence, analyze complex problems, develop arguments, and articu-
late the philosophies underpinning their practices. Ty

Naturally, having a diverse community does not automatically re-
sult in creating a just community. As Beykont (1997) observes, people
who experience oppression in one aspect of their lives do not necessar-
ily understand other kinds of. oppression or see beyond their own
oppression. A White female teacher may understand gender-based dis-
crimination, for example, but not color-based discrimination (Bey-
kont, 1997). These issues are constantly brought out in our courses
and other program activities, resulting in negotiations that are often
as difficult as they are necessary. Although we try to create the condi-
tions in which differences of opinion and experience can be hashed
out respectfully, we understand that consensus is not always possible
or desirable (Willett, Solsken, & Wilson-Keenan, 1998). Nonetheless,
we-attempt to organize class discussions so that all voices can be heard
and learned from.

Another way that we introduce a social-justice perspective into
the program is through nurturing the leadership qualities of partici-
pants as a way of helping them develop the strength and experiences
they need to meet the many challenges they will face in their schools
and commynities. The primary means of promoting this kind of lead-
ership is through the courses we offer and the pedagogy we use.;In
many courses, teachers work collaboratively on authentic and practi-
cal problems concerning social justice, such as infusing the state-
mandated curriculum with an inclusive perspective or drawing on lan-
guage acquisition theory to articulate the reasons for proposi'f‘lg anew
practice to benefit,English language learners. Thesecourse-based pro-
jects later develop into what we call “L:eadership Projects,” which are
vehicles for engaging with issues of diversity and equity in a public fo-
rum that extends beyond the university. These projects may be collab-
orative or individual and are developed in consultation with faculty
members. Projects have included making a video about the Latino
community for new families, staff, and students in+a school; develop-
ing a series of workshops about how mainstream teachers can support
learners who are becoming bilingual; giving a presentation to a school
committee about the problem of using Native Americans as sports
mascots; and writing a bilingual handbook fos £SL. newcomers col-
laboratively with a school’s ESL and mainstream children.
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We also support the development of a social justice perspective by
helping teachers understand that their profession is inherently politi-
cal (Freire, 1970). In: other.words, they need to understand that every
educational decision, whether related to pedagogy or policy, is politi-
cal and, that their decisions reflect their values and beliefs .about stu-
dents and students’ families. Furthermgre, the social-justice perspee-
tive carries over into-school settings,and beyond, as.wa:encqurage
teachers .to ask-questions such as, “Is the bilingual program in, the
basement?” (Nieto; 2000a). When asked, this question forces:teachers
to think about the locgtion of bilingualtand ESL programs on school
campuses and how this physical location: influences students’ access
to sociolinguistic and material resources required for an equitable aca-
demic education.

A Dialogic Rather Than Monologic Stance

Although our social-justice perspective is, explicjt, we take a dialogic
rather than monologic stange toward our cultural productipns (Bakh-
tin, 1981, 1986); that is, we try to.create the conditions in which di-
verse voices can be heard and provisional ideas and conclusions can
emerge from dialogue across our.differences. These.gonditions are cre-
ated primarily through our efforts to recruit and retain a diverse group
of teachers in our program, but diversity alone does not result in un- .
derstanding. Without critical awareness about one’s own cultural be-
liefs, dialogue too often validates rather than critiques taken-for-
granted assumptions. Other practices in the progtam also encourage
dialogue. For example, by putting teachers with varied teaching expe-
riences and.professional goals into the same classes (e.g:;language spe-
cialists and general classroom- teachers,« preservice, and in-service
teachers) and pot sequencing courses (e.g., so that the.content of all
courses can become part of the dialogue), we increase the possibjlity
that teachers in our program will-see one another,as-resources. Within
these cross-discipline, cross-cultural, multilingual groups, it is possible
for us to epgage in the hard work of developing a social-justice per-
spective by confrenting pur own biases. For example, in the course
“Foundations of BEM Education,” we encourage and support teachers
in exploring-and confronting the privileges they have enjoyed as a re-
sult of institutional racism and the other biases that exist in our soci-
ety. In ene-course assignment, teachers use Peggy Mclntosh’s (1988)
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article on White privilege as the model for writing about what it
means in concrete terms to have the privilege of being native speakers
of English. In other courses, teachers tape, transcribe, and analyze
their own collaborative interactions so that they see how easy it is for
those who speak, act, or believe differently to become marginalized,
even in their own project-based groups.

Dialogue in our courses also occurs atound real-life educational
problems and tasks that teachers work on in-their heterogeneous and
collaborative groups. In the process of working through these tasks,
the ideologies, identities, and meanings that individuals bring to the
group become part of the dialogue. For example, in a course on lan-
guage analysis, teachers work in groups to analyze the structure and
ideology of texts used in actual classrooms. Teachers make predictions
about the kinds of difficulties learners might have in using these texts
and then design ways to help learners make better sense of written ma-
terials. English-language learriers in the schools serve as informants re-
garding their understanding of these texts; when insights from ESL
students become part of class discussion, it soon becomes evident that
many teachers’ assumptions about students do not'hold up. This situa-
tion helps teachers realize that they'must constantly seek input from
their students rather than rely solely on either standardized tests or au-
thoritative assumptions about what makes 4 text difficult for different
learners.

A Praxis Orientation

The notionr of praxis, inspired by the work of the late Paulo Freire
(1970), is another theme that permeates all aspects of the program.
Praxis means taking action on the world in-order to change it and also
critically reflecting on these actions and changes: In-a course called
“Assessment, Testing, and Evaluation,” preservice teachers collaborate
with practicing tedchers to develop culturally-responsive and critically
challenging ways to ptepare linguistically diverde students for -the
mandated statewide standardized test. Although taking action in the
BEM learnirig community is one’importarit way to change the world,
we also design activities that support how teachers think about and
take action oltside their classtdoms. For instance; a few years ago an
elementary teacher at a local school developed a collaborative project
with a graduate of the BEM program who taught Cambddian students.
The purpose of this project was to address the academic and social
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problems of many of their Cambodian students. These problems were
making it difficult for the students to engage successfully in academic
work, and the teachers assumed that if a group of teachers and stu*
dents worked collaboratively on the problems, school life might be-
come more engaging. More recehtly, another teacher developed a unit
about the Underground Railroad, in which elementary school stu-
dents demonstrated how they might have supported people attempt-
ing toescape from bondage and discussed how these skills could be
used today.

Another example of a praxis orientation is evident in a course en-
titled “Teaching Heéterogeneous Classes.* This course draws together
in-service and preservice teachers from many subject areas and teach-
ing levels'so that those who are majoring in ESL, bilihgual, and multi-
cultural education interact with the mainstream content teachers they
must work with in schools if they are to advoeate effectively for their
second language learners. Teachers work in teams to design turricu-
lum for heterogenedus classes. A cooperating teacher from‘a school or
ageney brings in a particular learning issue that He or she has encoun-
tered in a-heterogeneous class. The teams explote the issue proposed
by their cooperating teachers, often‘reframing:it based on their read-
ings and dialogue, and then design an interdisciplinary curriculum
that is more responsive to-the learners and reflective of transformative
practice. The interdisciplinary curriculum enables all members of the
team to contributertheir expertise and experience to the curriculum.
The kinds of projects teachers have develdped in this course in the
past include-the following: ‘

1. A project for an ESL and Hmong ljteracy program for adults,
funded by a grant and taught by two public school teachers who had
Hmong children in their classtrooms. Inspired by books ,written by
people in other Hmong communities,around the country, the Hmong
women and their teachers decided to research and write about tradi-
tions and experiences in their;local community and produce a bilin-
gual book, for which they would seek a publisher. For the book, the
children in the public school classes wrote and illustrated stories that
they had heard in the community. The goals of the project were to (a)
help the community preserve and pass on their traditions to the youn-
ger generation;- (b) share their rich culture with people outside the
Hmong community; (c) learn-about dominant literacy practices; and
(d) develop biliteracy skills.
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2. An interdisciplinary and problem-based project for a middle
school that served a growing Russian immigrant community. The
project engaged the middle school students in researching, designing,
and proposing a gathering place for-teenagers in the community. The
team struggled with how to include the Russian students, whose par-
ents wanted them at home studying after schopl rather than congre-
gating with other teenagers. A goal that emerged as a result of dialogue
in the class was how to work with the Russian bilingual teachers more
equitably and collaboratively.

3. A.project that aimed to work with parents-as curriculum part-
ners in a transitional bilingual elementary classroom. The team visited
the family of each child in the classteom to brainstormthemes and
ideas for helping their children develop biliteracy. The members of the
group presented their work at our annual-Curriculum Fair and it in-
spired other teachers, several of whom chose to do something similar
for their teacher-research projects the next semester. ;

4. A curriculum for a new two-way Spanish/English hilingual pro-
gram at the kindergarten level. The group struggled with issues such as
how to handle the enormous power that English and mainstream cul-
ture has in schools: This.diverse team discoyered that some of the
same.-hegemonic notions were operating in very subtle ways in their
own curriculum deliberatigns. This issue surfaced when the group
grappled with the theme of their project, “All about Me,” a mandated
theme for the kindergarten curriculum in the school. The Latino
teachersin the class, for example, felt that the theme was too individ-
ualistic, preferring instead a community-based perspective that was
more congruent with their cultural orientation. As a result, the team
firsthad to understand their classmates’ objections to the theme and
then figure out how t6 wed the mandatéd curriculum theme with a
more culturally-appropriate perspective.

‘5. A project centered-around “Current Issues,” a’'course in the so-
cial studies depattment of a local high'school for “non-college bound”
students. Having unpacked widely-held assumptions’about students
who are not college bound, the teamn’s project evéntually focused on
an issue that emerged in dialogue with the high school students,
namely;, disciplinary policies and practices that are disrespectful to stu-
dents. The high school students decided t¢ make suggestions on how
to revise the school’s studeht handbook to make it ‘more 'respectful.
The curriculum team'helped the high school students formulate writ-

-“';‘
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ten and oral arguments that would make sense to the administrators
and faculty in ways that would enable the team to incorporate stan-
dards from the state’s curriculum frameworks. It was not good enough,
for students to say, “School sucks”; the high school students also
needed to put forth the reasons why and how they believed:school
was unresponsive to their needs and then frame their revisions ir-a
way that the administrators and faculty could, take seriously. By doing
this, the team helped students develop strategic competence in the
dominant discourse while supporting them in their effort to transform
the school practices they found oppressive.

A third example of a praxis orientation is a course on policy, in
which teachers undertake projects that examine policy issues that may
negatively affect a local, national, or international community, and
they propose innovative responses to address the problem. One such
project included a review of the impact of-the Massachusetts teacher
certification examinations on candidates with second language back-
grounds. Other projects have involved an analysis of policy initiatives
concerning indigenous education and dual-immersion programs in
China, Mexico, and the United States.

BEM in Action: Teachers’ Voices

To provide the reader with a sense of teachers’ perspectives of the BEM
program, Meg Gebhard, the first author and a new faculty member,
‘interviewed three current and two former BEM students.? These inter-
views were conducted to incorporate the teachers’ voiees in this chap-
ter and to understand ‘more fully how teachers experience the pro-
gram’s approach to professional development. The. perspectives of
these five teachers stand in contrast,to previous studies on the social-
ization of teachers in general (Darling-Hammond, 1994; Little, 1990).
Lortie’s (1975) landmark study, for example, describes how the work
of teachers is often compromised by a weak knowledge base, high
norms of autonomy, and a sense of profound isolation. In contrast, as
the following discussion illustrates, these BEM teachers described their
work as intellectual,.cdllegial,.and collaborative.

The program graduates who were interviewed included Patty Bode,
an art teacher at a local middle school; Beth Wohlleb, a social studies
teacher at the same school; and Mary Ginley, a second-gfade teacher in
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a nearby community. The two currently enrolled teachers included
Shakira Alvarez Ferrer and Mary Cowhey. Shakira Alvarez Ferrer had
previously taught both introductory Spanish and English composition
courses at the university level, and Mary Cowhey was coteaching in a
mixed first- and second-grade bilingual/mainstream classroom. These
teachers did not come into the BEM program seeking certification as ei-
ther bilingual or ESL specialists.> We selected these teachers because we
wanted to focus on péople working in mainstream monolingual class-
rooms rather than specialists such as bilingual and ESL teachers who are
more likely to have prior experience working across linguistic and cul-
tural boundaries. Moreover, we focused on European American main-
stream classroom teachers because they are the vast majority of teachers
and the most likely to teach the growing number of language minority
students in our-nation’s schools.

Each teacher was interviewed for about an hour, and the inter-
views were audiotaped and transcribed. The questions focused on
their backgrounds, their expectations of the program, and their expe-
riences in the program. The teachers were also asked to describe the
guiding principles that shaped their work and to relate a moment or
event when they recognized or witnessed these principles “coming
alive” in their classroom practices. In thinking about what these inter-
views might offer, we expected that they would reveal an orientation
that differs from teachers who have studied in more traditional pro-
grams, as suggested by the professional development literature (Dar-
ling-Hammond, 1994; Little, 1990). However, the level of clarity,
sense of purpose, and insights these teachers offered pleasantly sur-
priséd us. Specifically, four salient themes emerged. The first of these
themes relates to the awareness BEM teachers have of their own biog-
raphies, their race, and their class; second, the teachers defined their
work in political and ethical terms; third, they described themselves as
cultural'mediators between students’ home worlds and school worlds;
and last, they characterized teaching as a collaborative activity con-
ducted in solidarity with others.

Teachers’ Biographies and Their Awareness of
Race and Social Class in Their Work

i
The White BEM teachers had a great deal of awareness and were com-
fortable talking about their race and social class. Mary Ginley, for in-
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stance, described her motivation to return to school and purs:le a
graduate degree in this way: “I'm a White middle-class woman who
grew up in a White middle-class neighborhood and went to a White
middle-class college. I knew if I was really going to teach today’s kids, 1
had a lot to learn.” She gave a concrete example of how teachers often
do not even consider how race and social class come into the picture:

I went to a conference and this teacher said to me, “I don’t under-
stand you! What is all this multicultural stuff? Why can’t we talk
about how we are the same?” And 1 said to her, “The problem is
when we do that, we are talking about how-everybody is like us —
White, middle-class, and monolingual.” I know she didn’t get it,
but you have to step outside of yourself . . . and it takes a lot of en-
ergy to bridge that cultural gap.

Beth Wohlleb gave a specific example of how a “tight group” of
Latino boys in the hallway could be a “red flag” for White teachers.
She said she had learned to handle this kind of situation by “having an
awareness of the racism that White teachers sometimes bring to that
situation and to be able to catch yourself and realize that this is an im-
portant way for Latino boys to make school their own place.” She
tried, she said, “to recognize my impulses as a White teacher and to
push myself to think deeper about why I make certain kinds of deci-
sions.”

Teaching as Political and Ethical Work

In all the interviews, these BEM teachers talked about their work in po-
litical and ethical terms. For example, they viewed their roles as teach-
ers in ways that went beyond their classroom and the school and into
the community. It was striking how many times these teachers talked
about workmg not just with parents, but with extended families. As
such, these teachers constructed the location and’ object of their work
in a broader and less bounded way than teachers who limit their focus
to the classroom and the mandated curriculum. Shakira Alvarez Ferrer
described her role in this way: “My job as a teacher is to m‘ake sure |
give everyone a fair shot, that everyone gets to play. Tnstead of closing
doors, I want to open doors and help [students] get through them.”

Beth Wohlleb explained how she sees her efforts at inclusiveness as an
ethical endeavor: “Kids come with a wéalth of cultural krowledge
that, depending on that culture, will be affirmed or not affirmed by






