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Diversity in the Classroom:  A Final Reflection 

When I retired from a 30 year corporate career to pursue an “encore” career in 

mathematics education, I knew that I needed to study Education to understand the issues 

surrounding its delivery and student performance.  What I didn’t understand until after I began 

my Master’s of Arts in Teaching (MAT) courses is the complexity of our nation’s education 

systems and how students’ diverse cultural influences, learning abilities, and learning styles 

contribute to the complexity.  Through my MAT coursework, especially in the Diversity in the 

Classroom course, and observations at Colleyville Middle School (CMS) in Grapevine-

Colleyville Independent School District (GCISD), I have learned that for many students, their 

problems with learning go far beyond just needing concepts explained in a more understandable 

manner.  When students arrive in the classroom, they bring unique blends of personal 

characteristics and abilities that influence their success in learning.  After reviewing lessons I 

learned from Diversity in the Classroom and my classroom observations, I will discuss relevant 

research and the resulting steps I’ll take to create a respectful, safe, and accepting classroom for 

all students and to tap into my students’ abilities, helping them bridge across any problems or 

issues impeding their progress.  

Lessons Learned from Coursework and Classroom Observations

Ethnicity and Socioeconomic Diversity

My previous employer is a large multinational corporation which has been a world leader 

in equal opportunity initiatives for decades.  During my career, I worked with many men and 

women from different races, cultures, sexual orientations, and religious backgrounds.  Since 

leaving high school in the 1970s, I have observed how our nation’s population has become 
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increasingly multicultural.  Until studying diversity issues this semester, I was unaware how the 

cultural make up of our nation’s public educator workforce has not kept pace with the changes in 

our nation’s population and how that negatively affects students who are “missing important role 

models who represent their background within the school setting” (Cushner, McClelland, & 

Safford, 2012, pp.18-19).  The Texas Tribune (n.d.) reports that in 2010, 97.8% of the CMS 

teachers were white with the remaining 2.2% of teachers African American and that 72.9% of the 

CMS teachers were female, while the CMS student body was 85.3% white, 6.4% Hispanic, 2.3% 

African American, and 5.5% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 51.5% female.  Though I observed the 

teachers treating all students equally regardless of ethnicity and gender, the fact that so few 

nonwhite or male teachers are represented in the classrooms means that many students do not 

have cultural role models in the school.  Fortunately, none of the teachers I observed reflected the 

attitudes cited by Cushner, McClelland and Safford (2012) where many teachers and education 

students “do not believe that low-income and minority learners are capable of grasping high-

level concepts” (p.19).  However, GCISD’s technology implementations in the schools have the 

potential to discriminate against economically disadvantaged students and students being raised 

by elderly grandparents.       

Grapevine Colleyville ISD is piloting a digital learning campus at CMS, equipping each 

classroom with iPads and MacBooks.  Though homework assignments are delivered as paper-

based worksheets, students and parents are encouraged to access online resources and websites.  

Along with completing assignments in paper-based composition notebooks, eighth grade 

chemistry students are able to take notes, record experiments and assignments on the classroom 

iPads and then email them to their personal email addresses for completion and printing at home.  
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With fewer than 4% of their student population economically disadvantaged (The Texas Tribune, 

n.d.) and a high majority of students with computers and Internet access at home, CMS has made 

only minor accommodations for students who do not have computers with Internet access at 

home.  Students are able to use library or classroom technology for 30 minutes before and after 

school and during daily “stretch” periods which are scheduled each day before the last class 

period in which students can work on homework, however, teachers often use this period for 

special instruction time, test reviews, and weekly extracurricular club meetings.  In practice, the 

access to school computers is often not sufficient for students to complete assignments, e.g., for 

bus riders.  I learned of one 6th grade math student who being raised by his great-grandparents 

had no computer or Internet service at home.   After four weeks of struggling to get his 

homework completed at school, the student proudly displayed a smartphone to his teacher and 

announced how he happy he was to finally access the Internet while at home.   

Gender and Sexual Orientation Diversity

In my career, I successfully navigated the social differences between men and women and 

worked easily with everyone.  I have welcomed the shift in our nation’s attitudes towards 

accepting all people regardless of their gender or sexual orientation, though I recognize many of 

our nation’s citizens are still un-accepting of people who do not conform to historical gender 

norms or heterosexual lifestyles.  I didn’t realize how gender and sexual orientations affect the 

classroom until attending a face-to-face meeting when classmates shared their personal or family 

members’ stories about fearing retaliation for being gay or lesbian teachers.  I learned that unlike 

my experience in the corporate environment where a people can be open about their sexual 
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orientation without fear of professional retribution, lesbian, gay bisexual and transgendered 

(LGBT) teachers believe they must hide their partner relationships to keep their jobs.  

I have seen through the news and the media that even when school districts have policies 

to protect employees and students from gender and sexual orientation harassment, students are 

still bullied and sometimes with devastating consequences.  The GCISD Student and Parent 

Handbook and Student Code of Conduct 2012 - 2013 (n.d.) promotes strict anti-bullying and 

sexual harassment policies and reports a zero tolerance of discriminatory behavior against any 

student or employee for any reason including a person’s actual or perceived sexual orientation.  

However, the biologically based sexual development and abstinence-only sex education offered 

to all GCISD elementary and middle school students only discusses sexual conduct in the 

framework of heterosexual relationships, ignoring all other sexual orientations.  The anti-

bullying program delivered to CMS students at the beginning of the school year focused on 

unacceptable behaviors and provided specific examples, though none included references to 

sexual behavior of any type.  By the total omission of any references to non-heterosexual 

orientations in their sex education and anti-bullying programs, GCISD fosters a sexual 

orientation environment similar to the US militaries’ “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy.  I have 

learned that I must be mindful concerning sexual orientation issues because they are very likely 

to surface and when they do they will be “among the most difficult problems facing teachers and 

students” (Cushner, McClelland and Stafford, 2012, p. 350).

Religious Diversity

Much of my motivation for giving back to the community stems from my Christian belief 

of serving God through serving others.  However, I have always respected other religions and 
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welcome gaining new insights from other faith traditions.  Over the last 30 years, I have 

observed the battles over religion in public schools and saw how during the 1990s my own 

children’s public schools removed all religious references from the school’s winter and spring 

holidays consistent with Kimberly White’s (2009) observations that confusion over the 

separation of church and state have resulted in many school districts avoiding any mention of 

religion even though religion is a key component of multiculturalism along with race, class, 

gender and sexual orientation (p. 860).  As the Thanksgiving holiday approached, CMS actively 

promoted charitable canned food and winter coat donation opportunities and an angel tree 

program for an area relief agency.  Each day’s announcements included a “moment of silence”, a 

tradition started in the aftermath of 9/11, but most students struggled to remain quiet resulting in 

the teachers having to loudly remind them they were to be silent!  I value the admonition to 

teachers by Cushner, McClelland and Safford (2012) to “be on the lookout and intercede for 

religious prejudice”, to insist my students by respectful towards others, and that “the classroom 

teacher often must serve in the role of instructor to parents and community members as well as to 

students and should be knowledgeable about the development of debates about religious 

differences that are a part of the fabric of law and judicial decision in the United States” (p.317).

English Language Learning

 Having traveled to Guatemala where only 30% of the population had English language 

skills and I had very little Spanish skills, I can only imagine how difficult schooling is for non-

English speaking children attending our public schools.  Cushner, McClelland and Safford 

(2012) explains that “oral proficiency in English may take 3 to 5 years, and proficiency in 

academic English may take 4 to 7 years” and that contextual factors such as “linguistic distance 
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between two languages (how different they are from one another)” and “the relative status of the 

student’s first language in the community” are involved in a student’s ability to acquire a second 

language (pp. 278-280).  I learned through a diversified instruction professional development 

workshop about the importance of employing visuals for not only visual learners but for English 

Language Learners (ELLs) as well.  These lessons were punctuated by a discussion board 

posting by a classmate who wrote about a Bulgarian student with no English skills newly 

enrolled in a US public middle school.  With the Bulgarian language and its Slavic alphabet so 

linguistically far from the English language and with no Bulgarian speakers in the school, the 

student could not make sense out of any of the written or oral language around her and was 

reduced to tears.   

Learning Abilities and Learning Styles Diversity

I learned a great deal about learning abilities and learning styles through my coursework 

and classroom observations.  Having never struggled with a disability either personally or with 

my own children, I had much to learn about teaching math to students who do.  Long before my 

MAT coursework addressed the topic, I observed the challenges of teaching students with a wide 

variety of learning abilities in the 6th grade math classrooms at CMS.

CMS seeks to provide tailored instruction for every student in an inclusive environment.  

Most students with Individual Education Plans (IEP) are assisted by special education teachers 

and aides within regular classrooms in collaboration with the classroom teachers.  Additionally, 

CMS provides an Academic Learning Lab (ALL) for students needing extra assistance which 

cannot be delivered in the regular classroom.  For example, students whose accommodation plan 

requires their quizzes and tests be administered orally take their quizzes and tests in the ALL.  
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The few students whose learning disabilities are so severe that they cannot be taught in the 

regular classroom attend certain subject classes in the ALL.  For example, five students from 6th, 

7th, and 8th grades attend math class together in the ALL while attending their other subject 

classes in regular classrooms.  CMS employs academic tracking to provide differentiated 

instruction by offering “accelerated” classes for gifted and talented and high performing students, 

“above on-level” classes, and “on-level” classes.    All sixth grade math students with 

accommodation plans that require a slower pace of instruction are taught in on-level math 

classes.   

Colleyville Middle School is employing Project-Based Learning (PBL) for all of its sixth 

grade math classes.   When a new project is started, the teacher slowly reviews the project 

description assisting each class to construct Know and Want to Know charts identifying the 

unique instruction required for each class.  Throughout the project, students break into groups to 

research concepts on the class’s Want to Know list and then collect back together for whole class 

concept verification and further instruction by the teacher.  The teacher intersperses project work 

and whole class instruction with homework assignments and tests so that all the concepts are 

learned by every students on all the teams.  This approach is consistent with the constructivist 

pedagogy recommended for use with all students, especially for those with disabilities (Cushner, 

McClelland, & Safford, 2012, p. 414).  

The Project-Based Learning techniques employ a variety of activities and skills meant to 

engage all students regardless of the students’ abilities and gender and to develop both subject 

matter knowledge and skills and 21st Century collaboration skills.  Students were required to 

participate in oral presentations and their presentations skills were evaluated by the other project 
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teams.  With each new project, the teacher assigned students to three to four-person teams being 

mindful to have a balance of boys and girls on each team and if necessary, creating an all boy or 

all girl team so that no one student would be outnumbered by gender.   She was also mindful to 

disperse the natural leaders and academically strong students among the teams so that all teams 

were able to work at comparable rates.  Once on a project team, each student was assigned a 

specific team role that differed from their previous project role insuring that throughout the year, 

everyone would develop all types of collaborative skills.  With all students actively engaged in 

all aspects of the project activities and girls and boys working together as equal partners on their 

teams, PBL proved to be an excellent strategy for collaborative and cooperative learning 

advocated by Cushner, McClelland, and Safford (2012) to build gender and sexual orientation 

neutral learning environments (pp. 333 - 336) while including the learning disabled in regular 

classrooms.  

For the most part, CMS’s inclusion program for learning disabled students in regular 

classrooms was effective; however, improvements are needed to their scheduling process to 

insure no class deviates from the normal distribution of learning disabled students.  For example, 

15 learning disabled students where schedule in a class of 22 students!  As a result, the students 

were was unable to match the pace of learning of the other on level math classes and with the 

class being three days behind, were only able to completed a much simplified final report 

requirement.  Though the seven nondisabled students assisted their classmates with project work 

and worksheets, a desired result from an inclusive classroom, the teacher struggled to keep the 

nondisabled students engaged and challenged in their learning.  The sheer volume of students 

requiring extra assistance overwhelmed the classroom teacher, the special education teacher and 
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the special education aide resulting in the degradation of mathematics education delivered to the 

nondisabled students.  

Creating Respectful, Safe, and Accepting Classrooms

As I strive to incorporate all that I have learned from my coursework and teacher 

observations in my classroom, I will draw upon on my personal belief that every student 

deserves my best effort as a teacher regardless of their religious or irreligious beliefs, gender 

identity, sexual orientation, race, or ethnicity.  I was encouraged to learn from Jonathan Eckert 

(2011) that the “public schools have been and will continue to be appropriate places for teachers 

of faith who respect the legal and ethical boundaries of this open forum” (p. 20).  As Kimberly 

White (2009) noted “teachers are given guidelines for instructional content and effective 

teaching practices.  However, very little is known about how teachers navigate these pedagogical 

boundaries based on their own religious observance, regardless of the schooling context under 

which they operate” (p. 859).  Eckert insists that “teaching cannot occur in a moral vacuum.  

Good teaching develops students’ understanding of the world, others, and their role in that 

world. . . . As teachers and students pursue knowledge and truth, misconceptions are replaced by 

understanding” (p.21).  So though I don’t expect my mathematics classroom will have any 

symbols of my Christian faith on display, the foundation of my conduct and my expectations for 

my students will reflect my belief in creating “a community that increases social capital and 

opportunities for each member” (Eckert, 2011, p.21).

Puchner and Klein (2011) asserts that most middle school teachers are handling sexual 

orientation issues in a manner that “generally reinforce the heteronormative silence about sexual 

orientation” and as a result, shape “(inadvertently or not) student behaviors and attitudes to fit 
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into the heterosexist and homophobic local school community of practice” (p.233).  Though 

math class discussions and assignments do not tend to disclose students’ sexual orientations as 

can be revealed in language arts classes, I fully expect side conversations about these issues will 

arise between students in my classroom.  Puchner and Klein (2011) caution that when shutting 

down homophobic bullying teachers must not inadvertently “increase the perception that LGBQ 

topics are taboo and should never be talked about” (p. 243).  They advocate that if confronted 

with students questioning if an individual is gay, to respond in a manner that can be summed up 

as “Yeah, you might be right. So what?” (p. 241).   This approach may be used when confronting 

students’ comments about any aspect of an individual’s identity that is different from their own, 

be it race, ethnicity, learning ability, disability, social status, choice of clothing, hair style, etc.  It 

is important for me as the teacher to respond in a manner that reflects my respect for everyone. 

An important aspect of building relationships with students is the manner in which a 

teacher communicates with students and their caregivers.  In my home school district as well as 

at CMS, the student community is entirely English language proficient and the vast majority of 

the households have computers with Internet access.  As a result, the teachers and school district 

take advantage of the efficiency of email and web-based forms of communication where students 

and parents have easy access to instructional aides, class newsletters, assignments, and grading 

records.  However, even in affluent schools as at CMS, there is a strong possibility of students 

being raised by elderly grandparents who do not have Internet access and thus are shut out from 

online sources of information.  Pemberton, Rademacher, and Anderson (2006) reported on 

dramatically increasing numbers of grandparents raising grandchildren, many of whom are non-

English speaking.  They insist that “teachers need to adapt curriculum, methodology, materials, 
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and communication strategies to address the students’ and grandparents’ cultural norms” and thus 

making the “teacher’s role in creating a positive learning environment more challenging” (pp. 

232-233).  For the CMS student being raised by his great-grandparents, the smartphone helped 

him some, but I later learned from his math teacher that just having access to online content was 

not enough.  As happened with many grandparents in the study by Pemberton, Rademacher, and 

Anderson (2006), the student’s great-grandparents were unable to help him with his homework at 

all (p. 245).  As a result, the math teacher invited the student to come to her classroom before and 

after school to do his homework, regardless of the subject, so that he could ask her questions 

while she worked at her desk.  It will be important for me to understand each student’s family 

situation so that I can provide all students and caregivers the instructional support and 

information they need to insure students can successfully complete their work. 

Tapping into Students Abilities and Bridging Across Problems and Issues

After observing how engaged the CMS 6th grade math students were by Project-Based 

Learning and the success of the 6th grade math teacher’s constructivist and cooperative teaching 

style, I was not surprised to learn from my research that the use of a variety of teaching, learning, 

and assessment strategies are preferred for all learners especially exceptional students, both 

learning disabled, gifted and talented, and English language learners.  

Fuchs and Fuchs (2001) advocate the use of universal design for all students which 

“incorporate principles that address the needs of specialized populations while benefiting (or at 

least not harming) others. . . .These principles are (1) quick pace with varied instructional 

activities and high levels of engagement, (2) challenging standards of achievement, (3) self-

verbalization methods and (4) physical and visual representations of number concepts or 
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problem-solving situations” (p.86).  Fuchs and Fuchs (2001) advocate the use of their Peer-

Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS) which pairs one student that requires assistance with 

another student who can provide the assistance.  PALS coupled with a rich curriculum-based 

measurement (CBM) system “have been shown to effect better mathematics achievement among 

a range of students, including those with LD, who participate in general education 

classrooms” (p. 89).  

Holly Hansen-Thomas (2011) reported similar results with Latina/o English language 

learners (ELL) when employing Connected Math Project (CMP) based on the National Council 

of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) math standards.  Similar to PBL, “CMP promotes the use 

of group work, strategies, manipulatives, and discovery learning and strives to make content 

meaningful and relevant to students’ lives by framing math problems with interesting and 

motivating scenarios” (p. 257).  In her study Hansen-Thomas (2011) compared the effectiveness 

of two 6th grade math teachers in two different middle schools with similarly composed 

populations of Latina/o students, ELL students, and economically disadvantaged students.  One 

teacher was Hispanic, male, lived in the same community as the students, and was bilingual in 

Spanish and English.  Though he was supposed to be using CMP, he disliked CMP and did not 

use it often.  Instead he taught a “more traditional classroom environment where students 

practiced math individually or as a whole class” (p. 261). He rarely allowed students to work in 

pairs or small groups and most of the Spanish used in his class was by him when teaching whole 

class lessons (p. 271).  Though this teacher interacted one-on-one with some of the bilingual 

students and ELLs in his class, he did not provide the ELLs many opportunities to orally 

participate and demonstrate their use of mathematical language (p. 273).    The other teacher was 
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white, female, and spoke only English.  She was “better trained in CMP and consequently 

utilized more CMP in her classes. . . . She employed a wide range of grouping configurations, 

including whole class, small groups, and pairs . . . She allowed and encouraged use of Spanish in 

small group interactions. . . . She made a conscious effort to seat bilinguals at the same table as 

ELLs” and this teacher regularly encouraged the ELLs to practice their mathematical language 

skills (pp. 261-273).  Hansen-Thomas (2011) reported that in the CMP-based class “not only did 

the ELLs . . . succeed on both traditional and non-traditional measures of success including 

standardized and classroom test scores, homework, but they also performed well on oral 

classroom interactions” (p. 274).  Whereas the ELLs in the traditionally taught classroom with a 

bilingual teacher “did not demonstrate that they were connected to the content, discourse, nor 

were they overly enmeshed in the classroom CoP [community of practice]” (p. 274).  Hansen-

Thomas’s (2011) findings were extremely encouraging to me as a future English-only speaking 

teacher.  It is possible for me to successfully teach and empower ELLs to learn math using an 

array of teaching strategies even without speaking the students’ first language!

During my observations, I learned that neither the 8th grade science teacher nor the 6th 

grade math teacher use the state supplied textbooks in their classrooms.  The 8th grade science 

teacher explained that the books are not written in a manner that makes them easily used in the 

digital classroom infrastructure nor did they contain the integrated chemistry and physics 

curriculum she needed to teach the students.  Likewise, the 6th grade math textbooks did not 

contain PBL curriculum and the 6th grade math teacher complained that even before the 

introduction of PBL, she did not use the textbooks because they were poorly written and 

organized, an observation consistent with Fuchs and Fuchs (2001) who report that US 
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mathematics textbooks “do a poor job of adhering to important instructional principles for 

students with and without disabilities” (p. 85).  

I will strive to create and find curriculum that enables me to teach the required Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) while employing the principles of PBL, CMP and the 

universal design based PALS program.  With CMP’s and PBL’s emphasis on the use of 

interesting and motivating scenarios, I will be able to provide a rich curriculum which not only 

teaches the required TEKS concepts and how math is used to solve real world problems, but also 

incorporates multicultural content as well.  For example, fluid measurement conversion concepts 

can be taught within the framework of a project that designs a solar disinfection water treatment 

system (SODIS).  By using Water School’s online resources (2012), the scope of the project can 

be expanded to educate students about the people of Uganda and to implement a school service 

project to raise funds for the Water School’s work in developing countries. 

The PBL, CMP, and PALS based curriculums lend themselves to a wide variety of 

assessment strategies which benefits students with a diverse learning abilities and learning styles.  

Teachers can assess students on a variety of homework assignments, group assignments, standard 

pencil and paper tests, and on oral project reports.  Students’ assessments of their peers’ oral 

presentations will be instructive to their own oral skills.  I will strive to incorporate a grading 

system which provides timely reporting consistent with the principles advocated by Fuchs and 

Fuchs (2001) in which students play an active role in tracking their progress and which prompts 

students to develop an orientation towards setting learning goals as well as providing timely 

feedback about which skills need targeted instruction (p. 88).  
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PBL, CMP and PALS strategies require a flexible classroom arrangement.  Students need 

to be able to collect easily into two, three and four person groups as well as to be arranged for 

whole class instruction.  When I first started observing at CMS, the 6th grade math desks were 

arranged in groups of three or four with their writing surfaces pointing inward.  While this 

arrangement worked well for group activities, some students had to sit sideways in their chairs to 

see the teacher and projection screen.  A month later, the teacher rearranged the desks in two sets 

of diagonal rows pointing towards the center-front of the room to accommodate a cart mounted 

projector.  The teacher discovered that this arrangement worked better than the previous 

grouping because the students were able to easily rearrange the desks into a variety of small 

group configurations, the rows eliminated students distracting each other during whole class 

instruction and individual work activities, and the direction improved the students’ abilities to 

hear during whole class instruction while enabling the teacher to instruct from the middle of the 

room; providing the necessary preferential seating for the many students with accommodation 

plans.  If possible, I plan to use a similar arrangement of student desks in my classroom.
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Conclusions

When I started my MAT coursework, I did not envision the breadth of understanding I 

would gain from Diversity in the Classroom.  Though I still have much to learn from my future 

MAT courses, classroom observations, and student teaching, my mind has been enriched by the 

knowledge I have gained, my self-concept as a teacher is taking shape, and my perspective of the 

many cultural influences effecting learning in the classroom has been vastly broadened.
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