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How Aware are They? Research into
Teachers’ Attitudes about Linguistic
Diversity

Melinda Dooly
University of Barcelona, Spain

This paper reports research designed to highlight how three groups of teachers
make sense of linguistic, ethnic and cultural diversity in the classroom. The
collecting of the data concentrated on the way in which the participants in the
study worked together to construct socially negotiated meanings of linguistic
diversity within the context of language learning, principally in the EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) classroom. A key assumption of the analysis
is that the speakers within a conversation ‘construct’ or ‘assemble’ categories
which are based on a background of ‘common knowledge’, and that the assem-
bly of categories are not descriptions of truth; rather they are the speakers’
constructed versions of how they make sense of the world. The research indi-
cated that the participants in this study consistently assembled the category of
‘diversity’ with features such as ‘problematic’, ‘difficult’, ‘hard’; thus implying
that there was a common understanding of this type of classroom. However,
the analysis indicates that, despite an overall similarity among the groups’
categorisations concerning linguistic diversity, the preservice teachers were
more likely to re-negotiate their initial categories towards more positive
understandings of linguistic diversity. Details of the approach, examples of
the analysis and a discussion of the research findings are provided.

Keywords: linguistic diversity, categorisation, interactional research, conversa-
tion analysis

Introduction
This paper discusses a research project designed to highlight and analyse how

language teachers working in Barcelona, Spain, mutually construct socially
negotiated understandings of linguistic and cultural diversity in the foreign
language classroom. The research was carried out between 2001 and 2004, a time
in which immigration into Catalonia, Spain had become (and still is) a topic of
public debate. According to the Department of Education (Departament
d’Educació, 2004), there were 51,926 foreign immigrants enrolled in Catalonian
schools in 2002–2003, making up 5.13% of the total school population, and in
2003–2004 there were 74,491 students from different origins, composing 7.6% of
the 974,381 total student population. In the same document, the Department of
Education surmises that there is the possibility that by the year 2005–2006,
Catalonia may reach the European average of 10% immigrant population
enrolled in schools. Of these percentages, the most populous immigrant groups
have Arabic origins (29.83%) or are from South or Central America (44.95%).
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Changes such as these are not limited to Catalonia, Spain. As the numbers
stand, Catalonia does not reach the average rates of immigration of the rest of
Europe, although, as stated above, predictions place immigration to Catalonia
close to that average by the year 2006. Indeed, worldwide statistics indicate the
high probability that teachers in most parts of Europe, not only teachers in
Catalonia, will be encountering culturally and linguistically diverse student
populations in their classrooms. Of course, it must be argued that the completely
homogeneous classroom is a myth: each child brings their unique background,
personal history, learning styles and personality with him or her. Nevertheless,
this latest ‘transformation’ of the classroom can be seen within a global frame-
work of social and cultural changes which may affect the teachers’ perceptions of
how and what to teach. The need for research into teachers’ perspectives about
these changes in student populations is manifest.

Previous Research on Teachers’ Perspectives
Research has shown that teachers’ perspectives can have an impact on

students’ general performance in the class due to many different factors, ranging
from the way in which teachers’ expectations may influence the teachers’ assess-
ment of the students’ work to more psychological effects of the students’ percep-
tion of teachers’ attitudes towards them, and subsequently the students’ reaction
in accordance to this. In the 1980s some important research was carried out in the
study of teachers’ perspectives which has helped set the cornerstones for more
recent research. For instance, research has shown how low expectations of
students may generate poor teaching practices because of the teachers’ percep-
tions that little can be done for the students (Alves-Mazotti, 1994; Carvalho &
Gil-Péres, 1993; Silva & Nogueira, 1987). Other investigations provide evidence
that there exists a correspondence between teachers’ perspectives about specific
students and the type and quality of teacher-student interactions (see Brophy &
Good, 1970, 1974; Evertson et al., 1973; Good & Brophy, 1972; Silberman, 1969,
1971).

The research outlined in this article has paid special attention to teachers’ atti-
tudes towards linguistic and cultural diversity. Along these lines, Ovando and
Collier (1985) have demonstrated that teachers perceive the failures of language
minority students as undesirable cultural traits of certain immigrant groups, and
consequently teachers see changing those cultural traits as the goal of education.
Some other studies have shown that academic risks may be associated with ‘lack
of fit’ between socialised behavioural patterns of low-income and minority fami-
lies and communities and the expectations in mainstream classroom and school
context (Delpit, 1995; Taylor, 1991). While Ferguson (1998) warns that evidence is
not absolute, the research he reviewed points to the conclusion that teachers’
expectations and perspectives may have more effect on minority students than
on majority students.

Research also shows that negative attitudes about linguistic and cultural
diversity can be brought about by perceived difficulties in handling the situation.
Byrnes and Cortez (1996) have shown that teachers’ frustrations about their own
inability to understand a child from a different cultural and linguistic back-
ground may turn into negative feelings toward the student. As a consequence of
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these negative feelings, their expectations of the student for academic progress
will be affected. This is highly relevant to the research described here; one of the
categorisations which was most frequently deployed by the subjects in this study
concerned perceived difficulties in dealing with linguistic and cultural diversity
in the classroom.

Moreover, the teachers’ perspectives about multicultural and multilinguistic
components within a classroom can have far-reaching impact on educational
opportunities and, consequentially, influence employment and life opportuni-
ties for many students in the diverse classroom. Within this light, the results of
this research may provide pertinent information for educational concerns
related to the consequences of population movements caused by globalisation.
In particular, language teachers could play a special role in the process of inte-
grating newly arrived students. Because of their background in language acqui-
sition, cultural studies, their own personal experience of having learnt a new
language, and a heightened language awareness, foreign language teachers can
prove to be pivotal in the process of integrating newly arrived students who have
a different mother tongue from the school’s vehicular language. Still, this possi-
bility must be accompanied by a positive attitude towards the students’ linguis-
tic background. In the case of language teaching, the perspectives teachers have
of languages and the speakers of that language are often an important factor
which can influence not only language acquisition (Cargile et al., 1994; Gardner &
MacIntyre, 1993) but how the language teachers view their pupils.

Research on multilingualism has demonstrated that foreign language acquisi-
tion is not an isolated phenomenon and that it is related to the acquisition of the
first, or (as is the case in bilingualism) to the acquisition of both the first and the
second language (Cenoz, 1996, 2001; Cenoz & Genesee, 1998; Cenoz et al., 2001a,
2001b, 2001c; Cenoz & Jessner, 2000). This means that linguistic diversity should
be seen as an important resource for the enrichment of communication and as an
asset for the learning processes in the language classroom. However, if the
teacher’s perspectives concerning a linguistically diverse student include nega-
tive perceptions about the student’s mother tongue, this can become a hindrance
to the student’s learning (Heath, 1982, 1983; Martín Rojo, 2003).

Research Context
The issue of multilingualism in the language classroom is particularly rele-

vant to the contextual backdrop of this research. The research was carried out in
Catalonia, an autonomous region in Spain which has two officially recognised
languages, Catalan and Spanish. Catalan was suppressed during the time of
General Franco’s dictatorship and its revival began only after Franco’s death, in
1975. In part this is due to the Spanish Constitution of 1978 and the creation of the
autonomous communities in the following years. However, language policies
promulgated by the Catalan government (Generalitat de Catalunya) have been
largely responsible for the fact that Catalan is now widely used in many aspects
of daily life, including education.

Since Catalonia has two official languages, many of the foreign language
teachers involved in this study were bilingual themselves. The Department of
Education in Catalonia requires an education plan for all public education
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centres which defines the general framework of the centre’s specific linguistic
planning. Catalan, Spanish and at least one foreign language are compulsory,
meaning that the teachers are already working within a context of multi-
lingualism. Despite this multilinguistic backdrop, preliminary conversations
with students in teacher training (both preservice at an Educational Sciences
faculty in Catalonia and inservice teachers in continuing education courses in
Barcelona) indicated to the researcher that linguistic diversity in the classroom is
often considered to be a ‘problem’, although the reasons for such concerns were
usually undefined. Thus the research was designed to look into the questions of
whether linguistic diversity was indeed constructed as ‘problematic’ and if so,
why ‘problematic’ as opposed to ‘advantageous’ in the process of language
acquisition. Considerable research into the issue of bilinguals who acquire
further languages has been conducted (Cenoz & Jessner, 2000), demonstrating
that it is an important factor in further language learning. Similarly, Muñoz
(2000) has conducted a study on bilingualism and trilingualism in Catalonia,
although there has been little research into Catalan teachers’ attitudes concern-
ing multilingual students acquiring a foreign language. In view of the predicted
rates of immigration, the need for such research is apparent.

The fact that Catalonia is an officially bilingual region, along with the rela-
tively fast recovery of the language after years of suppression, has been a focus of
quite a bit of research. However, in most cases the research has been concerned
with language policies and attitudes about the Catalan language and not about
other languages in Catalonia. Siguan (1993, 1999) has been a principal investiga-
tor of attitudes concerning Catalan, and Woolard (1989, 1990) has also investi-
gated the question of bilingualism and how this is related to politics of ethnicity
and language policies in Catalonia. Still, the principal focus of linguistic research
dealing with Catalonia lies in attitudes towards Catalan itself. Research into atti-
tudes towards use of languages different from Catalan, Spanish and English (as a
foreign language) is practically nonexistent, although it is worth mentioning
Turell (2001). In section four of Turell’s book there are various chapters on ‘New
Migrant Minorities’ while section three discusses ‘The Larger Established Minor-
ities’ but none of the chapters delve into the attitudes of Catalan speakers
towards other minority linguistic groups.

As was mentioned above, there is an increasing number of foreign pupils who
are coming to compulsory education in Catalonia without being familiar with
the Catalan language. In response to that, the Department of Education of the
autonomous government has devised strategies to facilitate rapid communica-
tion in Catalan in order to further the newly arrived students’ active participa-
tion in the school’s programmes and to communicate with their environment.
Nonetheless, in the official plans for integration, foreign language teachers have
not been given a specific role to play in the official strategies to be implemented
nor has there been any research into how this might be done. Considering that
foreign language teachers are in an advantageous position to aid in the process of
integration of newly arrived students who have a different mother tongue from
the school’s vehicular language, another important research question emerged:
if the language teachers consider linguistic diversity as ‘problematic’, is this atti-
tude directly related to the language in question? In other words, does the place
of origin (and mother tongue) influence the way in which the teacher views
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multilingual students and the classroom with a linguistically diverse profile? If
so, how will that influence the opportunity for them to take on a leadership role
in the integration process?

Participants
The study consisted of three different subject groups. One of the groups was

made up of teachers training to become foreign language teachers (English and
French) in Catalonia (N = 41). For identification in the research this group will be
called Preservice group. The class was a mixture of students from Barcelona and
students from other European countries and the age range was from 20 to 25.
This ratio of female to male in the preservice group was 2:1. The second group
was also made up of teachers in training and consisted of foreign students (ages
between 20 and 28) who had come to Barcelona for practice teaching (N = 10). The
majority of them had had some experience with multicultural education previ-
ous to participating in the study and were participating in a course of
‘intercultural education’. There was one male student in this group. For identifi-
cation, this group will be called Intercultural group. The third group involved
inservice teachers (N = 10) working in various schools in Barcelona who were
taking an inservice training course in English as Foreign Language Teaching
(EFL). As in the Intercultural group, there was one male member of the study
group. The age range of this group was greater: from 25 to 51. All of them except
one were currently employed as EFL teachers. This group is identified as
Inservice group in this article. The names of the participants in the research were
changed to ensure privacy of identity.

Data Collection
The data compiled for this research consisted of approximately 25 hours of

audio-recordings (which were then transcribed) and student journals from the
student teacher groups (Preservice and Intercultural). For the recordings, all
three groups were asked to do the same task during one of their teacher training
sessions. Each study group was divided into smaller groups of three or four
participants and written instructions for different discussion tasks were distrib-
uted to each of the conversation groups. The role of ‘discussion leader’ rotated.
As ‘discussion leader’, this person was given the specific instructions for that
part of the task, along with orientation for the topic and instructions to help
mediate the conversation. For example, the discussion leader No. 1 was asked to
elicit ideas about how to set up a class made up of students shown in pictures
given to them by the researcher.1 The pictures came from various magazine
and newspaper articles about students throughout Spain. The discussion
leader was directed to tell the other participants that the class was made up of
‘linguistically diverse’ students. At no time were the participants told that they
would be discussing classes made up of immigrants or minority language
students, although many of the categorisations which emerged involved attrib-
utes concerning immigrants.

The next phase, led by a different discussion leader, focused on discussing
advantages and disadvantages involved in teaching the classes. The third phase
was a discussion designed to decide on the most appropriate ‘teaching approach’
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for their ‘students’. For this part of the task, the discussion leader was provided
with different models of teaching approaches written on cards that s/he summa-
rised for the other participants. The participants could decide on one, none or a
mix of the teaching styles. The entire process took approximately one hour and a
half for each group. The preservice teacher groups were asked to do follow-up
writing in their journals.

Approach to Data Analysis
In order to investigate these issues, the researcher employed Sacks’ (1972,

1992) Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) to observe what categorisa-
tions concerning linguistic diversity were constructed in talks between groups of
preservice teachers and inservice teachers. MCA allows the researcher to
‘observe’ the ways in which ‘participating (dialogue) members’ of a conversation
use identifiable interactional methods (Sacks, 1992) in order to construct mutual
understanding. A key assumption of this type of analysis is that the speakers
within a conversation ‘construct’ or ‘assemble’ categories which are based on a
background of ‘common knowledge’ and that the assembly of these categories
are not descriptions of truth, rather they are the speakers’ constructed versions of
how they make sense of the world. Thus, this type of analysis aims to document
and explain how speakers arrive at an understanding of one another’s actions
during the back and forth discursive interaction between them. This means that
categories are not merely perceptual (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Categories are
constructed by speakers to actively accomplish social phenomena. Categories
can be associated (e.g. male, female) with certain activities or to other collections
of categories, and serve as discursive resources for people to ‘do identity work’
(Edwards, 1998: 20).

This ‘identity work’ is used to bring together the implication that anything
mentioned within a text somehow jointly forms a group and that there is some
sort of relationship. In the now famous example given by Sacks, in the utterance
‘The baby cried; the mother picked it up’ most listeners/readers of the sentence
would assume that the mother mentioned is the mother of the baby. Of course,
this may not necessarily be the case but it is the most ‘commonsensical assump-
tion’. Since there is an infinite possibility of assumptions or unstated actualities,
discourse participants will ‘orient’ themselves to the more salient feature of the
device and make the most ‘commonsensical’ assumptions, in this case that the
mother mentioned is the mother of the baby.

Another important element of MCA is the fact that the categorisations
produced by the dialogue members form a part of what is known as ‘accountable
features’. These accountable features are constructed through the members’
interaction, according to their concepts of ‘reciprocity of perspective’. To be
accountable, the dialogue member is expected to use categories which are ‘recog-
nisable’ by other members (known as ‘orientation’). Using Sacks’ Membership
Categorisation Analysis helps the researcher highlight which ‘features’ of a cate-
gory the speaker is ‘orienting’ the other members towards. Whether the other
members accept or reject or re-negotiate the orientation and/or the category
features is also a part of the analysis.
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Discussion of Analysis
A preliminary analysis of the transcripts indicated that the most salient

features for all three groups were ‘problems’ and ‘difficulties’ when dealing with
a linguistically and culturally diverse classroom. For the inservice teachers, the
category of the linguistically diverse classroom was often given the feature of
‘problem’ or ‘difficult’ when the teachers were discussing classroom manage-
ment. This seemed to be related to the fact that many of the inservice teachers
indicated that the ‘management language’ used for the EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) was Catalan or Spanish, not English.

(1) Inservice group (Sally, Mary & Lisa)2

2

Sally: A lot of time you have to explain something in your own language to
the rest of the students and if they haven’t a common language_|[ . . . ]

Sally: You speak in English and after the explanations sometimes they need
another explanation a bit translation of little parts of the definition | I
don’t know well |

Other features related to the linguistically diverse classroom and which contrib-
uted to the category of ‘problem’ were ‘lack of resources’, ‘lack of time’ and ‘lack
of official support’ accompanied by a general feeling of isolation in facing the
situation. These features were mentioned by all three groups, although this cate-
gory was more frequently assembled by the inservice group than by the two
preservice groups.

Like the inservice teachers, both groups of student teachers constructed the
category of the linguistically diverse classroom as a cause of possible problems
but the features associated to this categorisation included: ‘possible L1 interfer-
ence’, ‘isolation of the student’, and ‘fear of racial or cultural conflict’ (which was
mentioned more often than the other features).

(2) Preservice group (Lilian, Elsa, Moira)

Elsa: and maybe some problematic between children but because I don’t
know maybe there are two cultures eh in the origin_ | well for example
Bosnians and_ | well I don’t know some some places are in war so
maybe they are going to have different kinds of feelings or_ I don’t
know\|

[ . . . ]
Moira: well it’s more difficult\|
Elsa: yeah\|
Lilian: to have these problems about_|
Elsa: well yes\|
Lilian: religion and culture you you think_|

On the other hand, the student teachers constructed the EFL classroom as an
advantage for the newly arrived student almost as frequently as they constructed
linguistic diversity as a problem. This seems to be related to the fact that both
groups of student teachers (preservice and intercultural) constructed the cate-
gory of the EFL classroom with the feature of ‘English as the management
language’, rather than Catalan or Spanish. This category was constructed with

Research into Teachers’ Attitudes about Linguistic Diversity 103

LA 350

E:\Stephen Cracknell\Mes documents\la\2005c\la2005c.vp
15 August 2005 17:48:59

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

hi
ca

go
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 1

2:
13

 2
6 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

14
 



features to indicate that not only did they feel that this was the best way to
manage the foreign language class, it also put everyone in a similar position
towards the language by placing everyone on equal footing, including the recent
arrivals, as can be seen in the next two extracts.

(3) Preservice group (John, Brenda, David)

Brenda: [ . . . ] I think that maybe that the foreign language class is the only place
where they have something in common and all of them are learning the
same new language [ . . . ] but if the class is run in English for instance as
here\|

(4) Intercultural group (Jill, Ann, Kelly)

Jill: well just speak English with them they are in the same position as the
other pupils in the class so anybody knows English and everybody
should learn a new language from the very beginning\|

Kelly: yes\|

As far as constructing the category of the linguistically diverse class as an
advantage, all three groups did include the feature of ‘advantage’ at one time or
another in their constructions throughout the dialogues. However, for the
inservice teachers, the advantage was predominantly attributed to the students
(they learn to be open-minded and tolerant, for instance) whereas the preservice
teachers constructed linguistic diversity as an advantage to both the students
and the teachers. For instance, the preservice groups constructed linguistic
diversity as a resource which could be ‘used’ by the teacher; the teacher also has
the opportunity to learn things.

(5) Preservice group (John, Brenda, David)

John: yeah I would be happy about the fact that_ at the possibility of teaching
a class with different cultures because it’s_ it’s easier for a teacher
because she have another possibilities to make the | the tuition more
interesting\

Lori: mm\
John: cause you have more choice_
David: yeah I think that you have a a lot of variety of things to do with all this

XXX there is lots cultural things you can do with them\|
John: yes and you can learn a lot too\|

Equally, linguistic diversity was seen as an advantage for the language learner
because, as Maud says, ‘it’s_ it’s easier for them another language because they
are used to learn languages’. Parallel to this, the student teachers constructed
more positive categorisations concerning the student’s heritage language than
the inservice teachers did. Maintaining the heritage language was constructed as
an important feature to the student’s self-esteem and for further language learn-
ing.
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(6) Preservice group (Mandy, Helen, Lori)

Mandy: the teacher will need _or will have to try to make them confident about
their own language because it can be easily to to make lose their
self-esteem\|[ . . . ]

Mandy: then he will feel more confident in English lessons |

Moreover, the preservice teachers attributed the mother tongue as legitimate
in social situations with other speakers of that language (for instance, on the play-
ground). It is worth noting, however, that there was some contradiction about
the use of heritage language in the classroom. Its use was constructed as a possi-
ble cause of conflict or misunderstanding in the classroom.

(7) Intercultural group (Jill, Ann, Kelly)

Jill: I think maybe on the playground when they are only with the two of
them that they speak their own language ok but in the class there are
other children they can’t understand each they can’t understand them
[ . . . ] other children then don’t know when they are laughing they don’t
know what they say and if they say something = XXX =

The inservice teachers constructed the category of ‘heritage language’ differ-
ently. They positioned Catalan/Spanish as ‘mother tongue’ in opposition to
other languages in such a way that the use of a mother tongue which was not
Catalan or Spanish was constructed as a reason for sanctioning, not only in the
classroom but even as a social language (on the playground). In the following
abstract, the inservice teacher orients her categorisation of Arabic speakers in
opposition to speakers who know how to use Catalan on a social level.

(8) Inservice group (Sharon, Kim, Marion)

Sharon: I observe_I I see that in a playground on different times if they are _ for
example two are XXX and they are friend they speak Arab\|

Kim: mm\|
Sharon: more times yes XXX don’t know speak in Catalan but X apart from

sisters and brothers they try to to use their mother tongue\|

By placing the two languages (Catalan and Arabic) in opposition, Sharon
orients the other dialogue members towards a construction of which language is
more acceptable within the situation. Catalan speakers can use their mother
tongue and it is not sanctioned but Arabic speakers should not use their mother
tongue, even as a social language among other Arabic speakers (nor when they
are on the playground). The implication of the sentence ‘try to use their mother
tongue’ is that they do it furtively even though they have been warned not to do
so.

A further difference in the category assembly of the preservice and inservice
teachers lies in the extension of features of ethnic groups to include ‘learner’
attributes. For example, there are several examples wherein the inservice group
constructed categories that included assumed cultural-social traits related to
ethnicity, which in turn had features about their language learning abilities. As
can be seen in extract 9, Irving does recognise that social language is picked up
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more quickly than academic language; something which has been suggested by
Cummins.3 However in the categorisation that Irving makes, he associates the
occurrence with an inherent deficiency in the student himself. This allows him to
categorise the student as a ‘bad learner’, thus indicating the value system applied
in Irving’s use of that category.

(9) Inservice group (Annette, Samantha, Irving, Researcher)

Irving: I think they learn more language in the street than in the school | and
I’m agree with her when she said that some students it depends of the
country or where they come from eh they adapt easily or with more
difficulty\|
[ . . . ]

Irving: I think for example _ I think for example in Arabian people in people _
students from Morocco _ I never met one or two good students from
Morocco\|
[ . . . ]

Irving: good students from Morocco?
Researcher: Never\| are they_?
Irving: I try to get memory but_|

Futher on in the dialogue, Irving’s categorisation is challenged by another
dialogue member but he refuses to re-negotiate his category, ‘I never met an
Arabian student with a good level, never.’ In contrast, both groups of preservice
teachers, in particular the preservice teachers who had had an ‘intercultural
education’ course and were doing practice teaching abroad, were more likely to
re-negotiate their original categorisation of linguistic diversity and orient them
with more positive features. They constructed the classes with attributes such as
‘enriching’, ‘a teaching resource’, ‘interesting’, or ‘a means of teaching and learn-
ing tolerance’.

Another category construct which emerged frequently from the preservice
teachers’ transcripts was the role of the teacher as ‘cultural mediator’ who should
promote more than just language learning; the teacher should facilitate ‘dia-
logue’.

(10) Intercultural group (Jill, Kelly, Ann)

Jill: yeah and it’s also interesting to talk with all the children to eh say that
everyone say what the difficulties are for them\|

Ann: yeah\|
Kelly: yeah\|
Jill: maybe they can give XXX_ mm that’s the nice that you have many

multicultural eh persons that they give eh other children at the class at
XXX how to solve a problem or how they do that in their country\|

Evolution in the construction of the category about diversity from a generally
negative to more positive features was especially detectable in the group coming
from the intercultural project. In their transcripts and journals it was possible to
see how different understandings of diversity were proposed and made avail-
able by the participants and in many cases were eventually appropriated, thus
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indicating that the students were constructing new understandings of diversity.
For instance, by the end of the term most of the students had changed their cate-
gorisation of the language teacher from someone who teaches ‘some basic
things: numbers, colours, greetings, prepositions’ (Terry’s journal; Intercultural
group, 4 Feb 2004) to a much wider categorisation of the language teacher. The
new category construct included features of the teacher as someone whose
responsibility included awareness of their students’ linguistic background and
facilitator of learning approaches which take advantage of that very diversity, as
is evidenced in the following journal extract.

One important question is if we, as teachers, judge our students by the way
they speak or not. In my opinion, everybody judges people all the time. [ . . . ]
But now one question comes to my mind; if we judge people by the way they
talk, teachers have all the responsibility due that they are in charge teaching
the language they are using. [ . . . ] We must use their knowledge to build our
classes. (Kathleen’s journal; Intercultural group, 29 March 2004)

Conclusion
Some of the category features were repeated across the groups and with some

similar frequency, such as the perspective that teaching a linguistically diverse
class is somehow more difficult than a class where all the students speak the
same language. However, some differences were also discernible concerning the
way in which the groups constructed their categories about the classes. The
inservice group’s negative categorisations not only occurred more frequently in
the transcripts, they were less likely to be accompanied by attenuating positive
attributes. Positive attributes were sometimes resisted totally, as exemplified by
Irving’s resistance to the categorisation of ‘good’ Moroccan students (extract 9).
In contrast, for both of the preservice groups, positive features became a part of
the negotiation and re-construction of the category of ‘linguistic diversity’,
resulting in new categorisations in which diversity was seen as a favourable
resource.

All three groups constructed categories which indicated that the participants
were aware of the need for addressing multicultural issues such as linguistic
diversity in the classroom. Both the inservice teachers and the student teachers
were also aware of the fact that the situation required new understandings,
resources and effort as was evidenced by their constructed categories of the
linguistically diverse class with features such as ‘time-consuming’ or ‘lack of
preparation’, ‘lack of training’, ‘lack of information’, ‘lack of materials’ and ‘lack
of time’. Despite these categorisations, however, the two student teacher groups
also had quite high rates of positive categorisations. They were generally more
open towards the idea of linguistic diversity as an advantage in the language
classroom and the categorisations of this group placed more relevancy on the
role of the teacher as a cultural mediator. Likewise, they placed more relevancy
on the teacher’s responsibility of providing all students with equal opportunities
within the classroom, using language as a means of providing those opportuni-
ties.

As far as categorisation of ‘language learners’ was concerned, the groups
demonstrated different category assembly work as well. The inservice group

Research into Teachers’ Attitudes about Linguistic Diversity 107

LA 350

E:\Stephen Cracknell\Mes documents\la\2005c\la2005c.vp
15 August 2005 17:49:00

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

hi
ca

go
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 1

2:
13

 2
6 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

14
 



frequently constructed categories of the language learner which included social
and cultural traits as being relevant to the ability or inability to acquire a
language. Some of their categorisations of certain ethnic groups included attrib-
utes of being a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ language learner. This assembly work revealed
that the participants constructed the category of language learner with different
associations of intelligence and ability, thus presuming that mental capacities are
somehow ‘innate’. In contrast, the preservice teachers constructed the category
of the teacher as an active agent in the student’s learning process, rather than
focusing on innate student abilities. The student’s heritage language also played
a role in the construction of the language learner. The inservice teachers did not
construct the use of the student’s heritage language as a positive feature whereas
the preservice teachers attributed the use of the heritage language as important
for the self-confidence of the student as well as being a positive factor for further
language learning.

The importance of how the teachers categorise language learning and
language learners within the context of linguistic diversity cannot be under-
stated. The attitudes of language teachers towards diversity will have repercus-
sions in the teachers’ behaviour and teaching schemes once they are inside the
classroom. For instance, the fact that some of the participants felt that certain
ethnic groups had more ‘innate’ or ‘natural’ abilities in language learning proba-
bly will have an effect on how these students are treated in the class. If the teacher
has assembled a category device of specific ethnic groups as ‘good’ language
learners, expectations about these students will generally be positive. Likewise,
teachers who have categorised ethnic groups with the feature of ‘difficulties’ in
learning will probably hold negative expectations about those same students.
On the other hand, positive categorisation of multiple language abilities as a
means of further learning will mean that the teacher’s attitudes towards the
multilinguistic language learner will be more positive and encouraging.

Importantly, this research has shown that in many cases, when confronted
with new situations, more information and opportunities for reflection about
their own category assembly, the preservice teachers were especially able to
jointly construct different, innovative categorisations of the linguistically diverse
classroom. This indicates that they have the potential to be open towards diver-
sity and to provide creative ways to incorporate diversity as a resource in their
classrooms. This research has highlighted the preservice teachers’ awareness of
diversity and their general openness towards re-negotiation of categorisations.
Teacher training should take advantage of these elements and try to provide a
nexus of good teaching practices, diversity and awareness of intercultural
beings’ voices which make up the linguistic background of student teachers and
their future students. Such interactions will help to shape or ‘construct’ new
understandings held by the future teachers and to help instill professionalism in
the educational system by facilitating mutual understanding and respect for
other individuals’ cultures and languages.
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dooly@uab.es).

Notes
1. Each member of the group was assigned a ‘discussion leader’ role, accompanied by

written instructions. Two examples of the written instructions are given below:
Person 1. Description: You will be the first discussion leader of your group. Try to get
your group to discuss how, as language teachers, they would approach the following
hypothetical classroom. You can use the steps indicated below as cues. Pictures are
provided. Step 1: Explain to your group that they must imagine that they are going to
begin working as language teachers in a multilinguistic class. Step 2: Show them the
pictures and have them discuss which linguistic background their students’ might
have. (You have the answers on the back of the pictures, but do not tell them now). Get
them to discuss their answers and to explain their reasons. Step 3: Tell them the
languages each student speaks (on the back of the pictures). Get the group to compare
their own answers with the answers on the back. Person 2. Description: You will be the
second discussion leader of your group. Your task is to get the group to discuss the
advantages and disadvantages they see in having a multilinguistic class. You can use
the steps indicated below as cues. Step 1: Try to get the group to focus first on the
advantages and disadvantages globally (class dynamics, methodologies, adaptation,
materials). Step 2: Get the group to discuss what specific steps (if any) they feel should
be taken for each student or a specific class.

2. The transcript key is loosely based on the symbology regularly used by the research
group Cercle d’Anàlisi del Discurs (CAD) of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona
and is given below.

Textual notes:
speaker cannot be identified???
part of the text has been left out [ . . . ]
unable to discern what is said XXX
Intonation:
descendent \
ascendent /
wh question?
maintenance of utterance -
interruption of utterance _
tiny gap |
Overlaps:
= text speaker 1 =
= text speaker 2 =

3. This refers to Cummins’ (1980) suggestion that there is a fundamental distinction
between basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and cognitive academic
language proficiency (CALP). This distinction can help explain the relative failure of
some minority language children within the educational system, despite their appar-
ent surface fluency. The fact that they have seemingly good command of language is
cause for judgements on their fluency when actually the cognitive academic language
proficiency is not developed enough to cope with the school curriculum.
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