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Abstract
The following essay is an interdisciplinary investigation of pedagogical best practices in classrooms with students who belong to racial minority groups. Through linguistic, sociological and educational research this essay will explore the use of language in teacher-student interactions and the ways in which teachers can optimize this communication. I explore the principles of communicative exchange, patterns in American society as it relates to linguistic practice and social identity, and student empowerment interventions that specifically target the language students and authority figures use when building student identity. This essay culminates with a discussion on ways to modify pedagogical practice in order to best benefit the self-esteem and social orientation of students that are members of racial minority groups.



Introduction
This essay will begin with following excerpt from a conversation between myself (EH) and a colleague (EHC) concerning a dispute that took that took place in an urban elementary school setting. For the purposes of this paper, I will borrow from Rich Milner’s (2012) discourse on the ambiguity of the term “urban,” and use it to describe this school environment and population as “urban emergent (p. 559)” based on location, economic status of the institution and families served, and the heavy concentration of racial minorities (Milner, 2012). My colleague is a female White 1st grade teacher and the students mentioned are Black American and Somali 1st grade students that attend a Title I public institution. 
EH:	“I think diversity training is necessary for everyone—whether you consider yourself a racial being or not.”
EHC: 	“That’s so true! My black students treat the Somali students poorly. They talk about how [Somali students] smell and what they eat, and they call them ‘the Africans’. One day, it got so bad I just had to tell them, ‘You’re ALL African! That’s it.’ ”
The language of instruction is a particularly relevant discussion in contemporary education research. My preliminary research has unearthed a fairly comprehensive body of work concerning the best linguistic pedagogical recommendations for teachers, administrators, policy makers, and curriculum developers as it relates explicitly to relaying academic or content related information. In contemporary educational discourse, this concept refers to the spoken and written language varieties used in explicit teaching practices (Francis, Lesaux, August, 2006). However, there is a very obvious use of language that instructs in the exchange between my colleague and her students. In light of this hypothesis and for the purposes of this paper, instructional language should be understood as verbal communicative exchanges in the presence of a student that involve one or more authority figures in the academic environment. This exchange could include the student or simply take place in the hearing range of a student.  
It seems that my colleague’s intent was to teach her students that their behavior was inappropriate and should cease because the cultural differences the students perceived were incorrect. I consider this exchange a blunder in culturally responsive teaching practice because EHC’s response did not adequately respond to the discrepancy at hand in light of the social orientation of the students. By using the word ‘African’ she stripped individual cultural identity from all of the students involved. I do not believe this was her intent, but her lack of awareness of the term ‘African’ as her students might have interpreted it in this particular situation created an even greater inconsistency.
I posit that this awareness could have come with heightened social orientation. I will use this essay to investigate the significance of language as a communicative act and its significance in the socialization of individuals in particular environments with attention to the historical use of social labels in American society. This research will shed light on the possible ways that students are affected by language as it relates to personal conceptions of self and the potential re-establishment or perpetuation of cultural hegemony. Lastly, in order to provide methods to implement this type of reflection in pedagogical practices, this essay will explore out-of-school models for student empowerment that encourage the use of language as positive reinforcement for social re-orientation in the lives of racial minorities. In sum, this essay seeks to explore the need for and ways that teachers can improve their communicative practices in classrooms heavily populated with students that belong to racially marginalized groups so that these students can gain more positive ideas about themselves as learners and contributors to the educational process.
Rationale
The Significance of Reflective Language
As stated previously, one of the goals of this paper is to help teachers understand why it is important to actively reflect on all language used in academic settings. I share the same sentiment as Thomas Holtgraves, linguist and author of Language as a Social Action, “Understanding what we are doing when we use language can aid our understanding of what it means to be a social being (p. 8).” I will begin by defining language as a basic part of human existence and expand this definition as it implicates the rest of the human experience. 
Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams (2011) define language (including unspoken languages such as sign) as the “essence of humanity” due to the absence of the necessary physiological and mental apparatus in other biological creatures.  This form of communication is the most common and universal medium of interaction. To convey any concept it is necessary to possess some form of language (Fromkin, Rodman, Hyams, 2011). Philosopher and linguist Michael Dummett (1993) echoes this sentiment by describing language as “vehicles of thought” with various capacities to represent or recreate what exists (Dummett, p. 186). These ideas expose language as a powerful tool to establish and perpetuate interpersonal interaction.
 In most American classrooms, exchanges between teacher and student employ the use of verbal language whether the language is used to explicitly teach academic material or to carry out informal conversation. Teachers and students speak to each other in order to understand and achieve shared and individual goals. For example, if a student in a completely culturally homogenized population raises his or her hand and asks “May I use the bathroom?” several actions will take place due to that single statement. First, given that in this homogenous population all parties are native English speakers, the appropriate word use and sentence structure provided by the student allows for a proper exegesis of the student’s request. Keep in mind the literal understanding of the words in that sentence might confuse a non-native speaker of that language as the word “use” literally entails employment of some sort; however, because the student and the teacher are both members of the same social context during this exchange entailment is not an issue. Secondly, due to compositional semantics, or the inflection of the statement and the initial “May,” the teacher is able to understand that the student requires a response to his or her statement. This signal then requires the teacher to make a judgment based on the interpreted meaning. The variables that go into this decision making process could range from classroom rules, time of day, student behavior, bathroom location, etc. Once the teacher reaches a decision, he or she will then provide a response. This response could be very detailed including all of the aforementioned variables or it could be as simple as “yes,” “no,” or “maybe later.” In either case, the student is left with an additional set of actualized thoughts, or words, that will engender an entirely new set of actions and potentially even more actualized thoughts. This exchange, replete with physical and verbal actions, is the essence of a communicative experience. 
In this instance we see the power of a simple statement within a homogenized population. However in reality, very few classrooms experience this luxury; according to Dara Querimit and Latoya Connor the US Census reports that by 2056 the majority of U.S. residents will not be able to claim European ancestral lines (Querimit and Connor, p. 1215). Therefore if language variety (that is the use of English, Spanish, Arabic, dialectal differences, etc) is not a barrier, the issue of interpretation can still exist due to varying origins of socialization. I believe an interpretive discrepancy occurred in the case concerning my colleague and her students. All parties were native English speakers and familiar with southern dialect; however, the teacher’s understanding of the word ‘African’ and her students’ accompanying attitudes is debatable. It seems that to the teacher, projecting an African identity on all of the students of color involved in the exchange was an attempt to neutralize difference and quell the conflict. This idea is not inherently problematic; the concept of unity that she sought to impart to the students is a tactic that educational reform strategists propose necessary for creating cohesive and equitable classroom culture (Banks, 1983; Weiner, 2006; Milner, 2010). However, had she a clearer understanding of what being ‘African’ meant to both the Somalian students and the black American students she might not have chosen to use this term as an identifier. In addition, due to the cultural differences found within Somali and black American cultures it is inaccurate to conflate the two. 
As in the example of the teacher responding to student requesting to use the bathroom, my colleague understood the signal to parse the meaning of the words in the sentences provided by the students so that she could provide a response. Even though this signal was given and interpreted correctly, it seems that all parties involved understood the word ‘African’ in diverse ways. For my colleague, Africans share phenotypical ancestry with those that inhabit the majority of the continent of Africa despite actual genetic ties. The black American students might share some of this understanding but with a very negative connotation it seems. Perhaps, being African meant being undesirable, foreign and in some ways socially deviant. Undeniably evident in this exchange is that due to the differing cultural connotations of what it means to be ‘African,’ my colleague attributed an identity to both groups that was inaccurate based on their individual standards of identification. Thus autonomy, cultural ownership, and student voice were stripped from both groups of students and it is for this reason that I find her response inappropriate. 
I do not believe my colleague intended to disarm her students in this way; however, it is for this reason that I propose that teachers must be more aware of the informal language used in classrooms made up of students that belong to racial minority groups. It is important to understand how to speak and to better predict how a particular audience will interpret information. In addition, this reflexivity will aid in the prevention of what Paolo Friere (2000) calls “banking education.” In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (2000) posits that the structure of education gives authority to teachers and their supply of knowledge. As the subordinate party, students are expected to internalize information that is provided by their superior (Freire, 2000).  In my colleague’s exchange with her students, she deposited information concerning word meaning, cultural affiliation and racial identity. Given that these students are approximately 5-6 years old it is likely that they accepted her words as truth.  
 It is hard to speculate on their specific internalization processes, but it is important to note that knowledge banking is not a process that is specific to educational environments. Throughout world history, cultural groups have suffered subjugation by various means. Whether it began through physical force or psychological control, hegemonic dominance was recreated through cultural institutions for the particular population. A prime example is Hitler’s Nazi Germany and the cultural institutions that evolved from his racist ideologies—one of these being the words used to describe the differences between ethnic groups in Germany that promoted the cultural superiority of the Aryan race. In American history, there are many examples of this same method of boundary maintenance through linguistic practice (Bird, 1999; Martin, 1991; Anderson, 1991; Smith, 1992).
Significant bodies of research exist that chronicle the changing racial labels of the descendants of African slaves in America. Ben L. Martin provides a concise timeline of formal names used to describe this racial group in order to illuminate the power of the language surrounding a people and the etic and emic ideas about their identity. Martin posits that the power of naming is not merely in a sound or spelling, the power resides in the autonomy and ownership the group has in choosing how they want to be identified. Martin references a political campaign in 1988 led by Reverend Jesse Jackson to replace the term ‘black’ with ‘African-American.’ According to Martin this method of identification yielded a sense of “ethnic pride” through “powerful imagery” and the “political exercise (p. 83)” to propose, impose and accept a name (Martin, 1991). Tom W. Smith’s (1992) work on racial labels similarly asserts that the changes in name from “ ‘Colored’ to ‘Negro’ to ‘Black’ and now ‘African American’ … can be seen as attempts by Black to redefine themselves and to gain respect and standing in a society that held them to be subordinate and inferior (p. 1).” 
According to Thomas Holtgraves (2002), “People use language to accomplish various things…but it is not only an action, it is a social action because it involves other people (Holtgraves, p. 2).” To better understand the ways racial labels are language used for sociopolitical action, I will hearken once again the example of the teacher and student in the homogenous population. In that instance, there were certain signals that each party understood based on language that was spoken. In the 17th and 18th centuries when people of African descent were enslaved in America their cultural identities adhered to previous ideas concerning the Negroid race. This societal marker invoked biological inferiority, which led to negative attitudes and actions committed by members both inside and outside of the group.  Hate crimes, legislative discrimination, and individual biases were all actions or products of negative associations with African descended people in America. 
It may seem far-fetched to attribute racial inequalities to language, but I believe that Holtgraves’ work (2002) on language and psychology sums up the relationship between words and action, or thoughts and lived experience quite well with the idea that it is not one that determines the other; it is the interplay that establishes reality. To provide an example, I will present the idea of segregated educational institutions in the mid 1900s. The conditions of the schools designated for black American children were considerably worse than conditions for their white counterparts. If one were to say the word ‘school,’ it would not immediately connote any condition, but an environment where children learn. The labels placed upon these schools determined the outcomes of students—not their actual abilities to learn and achieve (.  To echo Holtgraves’ (2002) previous sentiment by giving the institution a name or a label, one also provides a world of social implications.
In light of these arguments, it is evident that language is not only a communicative performance, but also a social act that can have very tangible implications. Due to the actions and potential consequences of her words, EHC’s statement could be understood as a social act that promoted very stagnant and potentially harmful ideas about the social reality of her students. I feel that my colleague took the power from her students and reattributed an identity that, although is not inherently bad, carries potentially negative social and cultural connotations that the students were not eager to accept. Due to the prevalence and normalization of this process in American culture, teachers can very well be in danger of perpetuating this practice or adding to the ills of social inequalities that are already in place. Because teachers play such a significant role in creating classroom culture and student identity it is imperative to be aware of the language used to establish these institutions. 
By illuminating the implications of racial labels and the power that language carries—whether written or spoken—these historical examples champion the need for teachers in minority classrooms to challenge their thinking concerning all language used when speaking with or about their students. Whether academic or nonacademic, formal or casual, standard or nonstandard, prejudiced or colorblind, all forms of communication carry immense weight for both speaker and listener. At times these effects can be virtually indeterminable but as authority figures in classrooms, teachers must understand their responsibility to students with this position of power.  
J. Valor in his 2013 novel Salome correctly summarizes the problem teachers in classrooms with racial minorities face in understanding the unique intersection of societal standards and individual self-image, and how these issues can either be perpetuated or impeded: “Events [have] been set in motion whose echo would be heard a thousand and more generations from now.” While it is scientifically impossible to stop an echo, it is possible to modify the listener’s response. In the next section, I will highlight ways in which educational researchers have attempted to reform the way that students respond to the negative social connotation surrounding racial identity by focusing specifically on the language used in student-teacher interactions. 
Recommendations/Suggestions
According to educational scholar Gilman Whiting, “how students identify themselves as learners is important to consider when trying to promote their achievement and confidence in school (Whiting, 2006).” In conjunction with the knowledge banking theory and the historical racial context of American institutions such as schools it is important to note that teachers have a very significant role in building their students’ identity as learners and achievers both inside the classroom and beyond. This next section will provide recommendations and suggestions for teachers in classrooms populated with racial minorities. By targeting instructional language that is unrelated to academic curricula, the following empowerment models illuminate ways in which students that belong to racial minority groups can reorient preexisting prejudices toward their cultural or ethnic heritage by changing their thinking and language.
Empowerment Models
SIM. The Scholar Identity Model (Whiting, 2006) is a male focused empowerment intervention that takes into account the need for student self-awareness. Creator Gil Whiting proposes that students must be able to see themselves as capable academic achievers or they will turn to other outlets to define themselves. Whiting outlines several aspects of a healthy scholar identity focusing on the need for teachers, mentors and other authority figures to reinforce positive identity through counseling. These counseling sessions are comprised of conversations that hone in on each aspect of the social being of the student such as masculinity, academic self-confidence, and the need for achievement. In addition to these, Whiting proposes that conversations about racial identity are exceedingly important in order to reorient the student and create a better sense of self-worth. He posits that race has a high salience in communities of racial minorities and these students seek greater understanding in this area of their lives. In a sense they are comfortable with this reality because it is inescapable in American culture, but still seek to reconcile the negativity that surrounds this aspect of their identities.  In order to understand themselves better they must talk through the positive aspects of racial identity with mentors that have successfully navigated the stigmas through their adolescent years and adulthood. 
Language takes the form of a social act in this empowerment model as it provides new information for the students to add to their current body of knowledge. As students are exposed to this knowledge they can either accept or reject these new ideas. This is not an instance of knowledge banking because of emphasis on mentorship. Through informal conversation with diverse adults students are able to glean information from an entire body of knowledge of what it means to be in light
FAME. In a similar fashion, the FAME or Female Achievement Model for Excellence uses language to encourage and empower female students of color. Donna Ford (Ford, 2013; Ford 1996) created this model in partnership with Gil Whiting in order to target specifically the needs of female students that belong to racial minority groups. Ford’s method of empowerment focuses on reclaiming the stereotypes often attributed to black American females. She does this by taking a stereotype and instead of completely negating truth-value, she reorients the perspective in a way that makes the statement a strength instead of a weakness. For instance, instead of completely disregarding the trope of the “angry black woman,” Ford’s model renames black women as resilient, self-efficacious, and introverted. In this way these characteristics are not completely removed or reduced to the negativity surrounding pre-existing culturally constructed language and the actions that accompany it.  
Psychotherapy with Adolescent Females of Color. Dara Queriment and Latoya Connor (2003) created the last empowerment model this essay will examine. This model is similar to Ford’s FAME program in that it specifically targets female students that belong to racial minority groups. Queriment and Connor (2003) have created a system with a set number of sessions that involves the student verbally recounting life experiences and existing modes of support. These conversations seek to highlight the greatest areas of need within the life of the student by examining the speech surrounding the events. First, the student is encouraged to provide personal narratives as they would normally recount events; conversational informal language is used in these moments. Next the student is asked to reflect on the events as they relate to their own point of view and then the perspective of others involved. Last, the student is asked to engage the situation with a new perspective based on the actions that were not taken in the moment. The therapist scaffolds these new conclusions by interjecting moments that characters in these stories were empowered or helped to empower others. This verbal reframing of the circumstances helps the student reach nuanced conclusions on mundane matters. In other words, the new language used to describe various aspects of the students’ life allows for new perspective that is less negative and couched in the student’s potentially negative ideas about their own social realities.
Application
What is present in all of three of these successful interventions is explicit attention to student perspective. There is never an instance in which teachers provide the student with information concerning their identities or social affiliations. The information that is provided is done so in a way that introduces material for the student to apply to their own ideas concerning their identity and self-esteem. The language that is used is not dictated by the ideas of the authority figure; it is determined by the particular needs of the student. 
 	To apply these models to the conversation between myself and my colleague, the situation in her classroom could have benefitted from a few modifications: EHC’s heightened cultural awareness and more patience with the reoccurring issue; a more culturally homogenous population in order to avoid sociolinguistic mismatch; or a more passive attitude towards the entire conflict. However in order to most properly address the needs of her students, EHC could have borrowed from these models the essence of true communication. Previously, this essay discussed the structure and processes of communicative exchanges; however, as the models and linguistic examples have shown it is equally important to understand others by listening. Listening is not merely hearing the words and parsing semantic meaning; this practice also involves understanding the context from which the speaker and his or her thoughts come. Perhaps if EHC had been more willing to listen to the reasons the black students distanced themselves from the Somali students, she would not have been so eager to project her own thoughts into their personal identities and potentially fall into the same debilitating patterns that are characteristic of many educators and the American cultural majority.
Many educational reformers across disciplines champion the need for student input in academic settings (Johnson, 1991; Agran, 2008; Orner, 1992; Cook-Sather, 2006). When choosing curricula and related activities surrounding academic material and assessment, culturally responsive pedagogists are becoming more and more versed in the art of student-teacher collaboration. However, it is important for teachers to take this process a step further to include student input in the conceptualization of the student as a social and cultural being. The most well-intentioned and well-trained teachers bring their own biases into classrooms no matter the population (Dusek, 1975). Educational research does its best to understand how to best service environments without always attempting to understand the environment as it exists in its own setting. How much less might those discrepancies occur if teachers took the time to reorient their own thinking by letting the students’ culture, self-conceptualization and language concerning their own identities and lived experiences shape their already formed opinions?
Conclusion
In Julie Landsman and Chance Lewis’s book White Teachers, Diverse Classrooms (2006), there is a chapter authored by teacher educator Gloria Ladson-Billings titled “Yes, But How Do We Do It?”  In this chapter Ladson-Billings recounts the pleas of White American teachers in culturally diverse classrooms that desired to increase their awareness of cultural diversity in order to better serve their students. Ladson-Billings’ answer for these students was simply that she had no remedy to their problem (Landsman, 2006). In much the same way, I posit that there is no neat solution for the issue presented in this essay. The recommendation to adapt language in order to reorient thoughts is beneficial, but a methodical solution for language change or speech coaching does not exist. It is virtually impossible to provide a solution in this way due to the variability within cultural groups. Much like variation in language interpretation, people interpret cultural and societal in diverse ways and subsequently act on these interpretations in ways that are most appropriate in their own spheres of existence. I am confident that even in the group of black American students in EHC’s classroom that each student brings to the table some varied form of cultural expression.
While I am unable to prescribe rules for becoming an all-inclusive culturally competent thinker and speaker, the processes that I have outlined in this essay provide ways to respond to the needs of students individually. First, understanding the power and subsequent implications of one’s own speech will aid teachers in the reflexivity necessary to properly address the needs of students. This is a transferable skill that will yield a much more alert sensitivity to the diverse social orientations of students. Next, understanding the broader social context in which one deposits communicative social acts allows for better planning. If a teacher is able grasp the body of knowledge the student brings into a classroom, this teacher will be better suited to understand how to enhance student repertoire instead of discarding it. Lastly, considering the perspective of individuals within this context without placing them inside rigid cultural boxes should be of utmost importance to teachers. It is helpful to keep in mind the effects of cultural socialization, but the ability to allow students’ perspectives to shape interactions is a powerful tool and beneficial for their conceptualization of personal autonomy. 
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