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Part 1: Understanding of Diversity


In my five years of teaching, I quickly learned that no two students are alike.  The students we have in our classrooms come from many different cultures, ethnicities, socioeconomic statuses, and communities.  We also have students who receive services for disabilities, high-ability learning, and language learning.  Diversity can be both unique and powerful.  To me, diversity is a way to explain what makes all of us different. I believe that diversity gives all of us the opportunity to learn from one another. 


The experiences I have had with diversity in my life thus far has grown from being very narrow to rather broad.  With growing up in a small town in rural Nebraska, I did not gain many experiences with diversity. My school was primarily populated with students who were white, English speaking, and from the same cultural as myself.  Our small town did not see much poverty, however it is a neighbor to the Native American Reservation where there was a very high rate of poverty.  Unfortunately, I experienced harsh feelings from my community members towards the population on the reservation.  I am not sure if the feelings have become more positive over the years or not. 


Upon moving to Lincoln for college I was finally able to expand my understanding of diversity. I started working in the elementary schools my first year of college to gain experience through practicum work and quickly noticed how diverse the student populations were. My current job as a Special Education teacher at a school in the middle of Lincoln has allowed me to work with students from different cultures, races, socioeconomic statuses, genders, and exceptionalities. 


One area in which I feel I need to expand my understanding with is our student population who are English Language Learners (ELL).  I would also like to learn more from our ELL teachers on the strategies and skills they focus on with their students.  We do have two students in our school building who have qualified for ELL and Special Education services.  Our teachers discovered that their second language was not the only struggle that was preventing them from making progress in school. 


When considering issues of cultural pluralism, there is at least one area in which I will need to break down a mental model of my own.  From growing up in a small town that neighbored a Native American reservation I had been surrounded by others in my community who had built up dislike towards those who lived on the reservation.  The mental model I grew up with was that Native Americans had a difficult time holding jobs, staying in school, and were alcoholics.  Since then, I have had the opportunity to meet and get to know Native Americans who were none of those stereotypes. The issues they are dealing with most on the reservations are due to a very high rate of poverty.  According to the Nebraska Department of Education, the three towns on the reservation have at least 81% of their students receiving free and reduced lunch.  One of the schools reported a student population that was 98% Native American and 93% were on free and reduced lunch.  Over the past two weeks, I have had the chance to listen to Jef Johnston, T.J. McDowell, and Lisa Utterback all speak on behalf of the achievement gap. The three of them referred to it as either an “income-achievement” or an “opportunity-achievement” gap. No matter how we label the gap, it is showing us the difference found among the socioeconomic statuses in our schools and their achievement.  The information they shared has greatly influenced my understanding and knowledge on the diversity I saw while growing up next to a reservation and in my school today.  Different kinds of diversity in our schools can force us to become more aware and proactive in our efforts to meet the needs of all of our students. 

Part 2: The Diversity within Eastridge Elementary


The following table represents the demographic profile of the students at Eastridge Elementary, where I am currently a Special Education teacher. Our school is a two-unit school serving Kindergarten through fifth grade.  My principal, Deb Dabbert, provided the information for me.  

	
	2012-2013

	K-5 Enrollment
	 272

	Ethnicity
	

	     African American
	2.9%

	     Asian American
	2.2%

	     Hispanic American
	8.5%

	     Native American
	1.8%

	     White/Other
	80.1%

	     Two or more races
	4.4%

	Gender of Students
	

	     Female
	47.1%

	     Male
	52.9%

	Proportion Low Income
	26.8%

	Proportion in Special Education
	24.8%

	Proportion in ELL
	1%

	Proportion in Gifted Program
	5.1%

	Mobility Rate
	5.4%

	Average Daily Attendance
	96.9%



Our staff consists of 23 teachers, nine paraprofessionals, two secretaries, a coordinator, and a principal.  Among the staff there are a total of five males and the rest are female.  At the end of this past school year our Special Education department lost staffing points, which caused us to lose two paraprofessionals.  The community surrounding Eastridge Elementary consists of older homes, which has started to attract young families, but is also home to an older generation.  Five years ago, Hawthorne Elementary closed and a large majority of their students came to Eastridge.  That change brought with it much more diversity.  The students that were part of our Special Education and low-income population increased. 


According to my principal, Deb Dabbert, Eastridge Elementary’s enrollment declined this past school year. This decline is a result of our building being closed to all transfers as we were above capacity. Approximately 33% of our students transfer into our school from attendance areas outside of our school. Our mobility rate is approximately 5%, which means that this percentage of our population transferred in or out sometime throughout the school year.  As our enrollment has decreased, our diversity has also slightly decreased. Approximately 20% of our student population consists of students of color.  This group of students includes children that are Asian Americans, Hispanic Americans, African Americans, and Native Americans.  At Eastridge Elementary, we celebrate all diversity and strive to make sure that all students see themselves and their cultures in our curriculum, our teaching, and in our school environment. 


Our school’s population is represented throughout the EDL Diversity Wheel as highlighted in the table above.  Although it has not been depicted in the data, we have diversity in the area of sexual orientation as well within our families and staff. Even though each population is represented in the Diversity Wheel, many of the populations are very small when compared to others.  This may run the risk of certain populations to feel like the minority.  However, I am not aware of any discrimination in our building that is due to the diversity. 


When asked about the issues our building has been facing, Mrs. Dabbert shared her concern regarding the high Special Education population and the lack of paraprofessional support to meet the needs of our students.  This is causing a heavy workload for both the Special Education and classroom teachers and can at times affect the other students in our building.  It has caused us to become creative with how we serve our students.  We have depended heavily on peer relationships and co-teaching.  


When thinking about how I would like to gain more knowledge on the students and their lives in our building, I am most interested in the amount of different cultures we have.  There are a few teachers that invite students’ families to come present to their classmates on their culture, traditions, and beliefs.   I would like to be part of this celebration of cultures in order to learn more about their lives. 


I feel that our school and district work very hard to meet the needs of the diversity found within the populations depicted on the Diversity Wheel.  As T.J. McDowell shared with our class, we implemented 5 interventions in 2009 to help meets the needs and increase our graduation rate.  The five interventions he shared with us included Math intervention, expanding social worker services, community partnerships, and staff development in cultural proficiency and relationship building. 

Part 3: Diversity Action Plan 


When my principal shared her concern regarding the Special Education population found within our school building I decided I wanted to increase my understanding and find a way to better help address this issue.  When thinking about the students who made up the Special Education population I realized that the majority of them were boys.  In fact, 72% of the students we serve in Special Education are boys.  My goal is to research how boys learn differently and discover strategies that may help us motivate them and assist them in learning how to read and write more effectively.  I will then work with my staff on implementing interventions and strategies within our classrooms to help this population in our school. 


I plan on using two books as a resource while I deepen my understanding of how boys learn.  The books are titled, “The Minds of Boys: Saving Our Sons from Falling Behind in School and Life” and “Boys and Girls Learn Differently! A Guide for Teachers and Parents (revised 10th edition)” both by Michael Gurian and Kathy Stevens.  I also plan on contacting Melissa Cochrane, who is not only a Special Education Coordinator but also an Eastridge parent, who has become skilled and has presented on this topic.  She may be able to help me with the presentation I will be sharing with my staff.  I will need to commit to reading the material and working with my staff in order to implement the interventions and strategies.  I have already spoken with my principal regarding my action plan and she will be writing it into our School Improvement Plan (SIP).  This will help hold me accountable and focused.  I may come across some resistance from colleagues who might feel that the strategies and information are useless or even overwhelming when there is already a lot for them to do in their classrooms.  In order to work around the resistance I will need to become a resource for my colleagues and offer to help when I can.  I also consider this resistance as a risk, but a risk worth taking if at least a few of our boys in our struggling population are positively affected in the classrooms. 


My action plan will give me the opportunity to utilize my instructional leadership.  I will be promoting effective teaching and learning styles as well as facilitating curriculum, instruction, and assessment which honor diversity in gender.  Through my work in sharing information with my colleagues I will be planning collaboratively to encourage the developing professional.  


I look forward to deepening my understanding in regards to the Special Education and male population within our school building.  I am hopeful that my action plan will positively benefit the students in our classrooms and expand our understanding of diversity. 
