
Grant, L. T. & Yoo, M. S. (2025). Teachers’ shifting practices and orientations in their work 
with culturally and linguistically diverse students. Educational Research: Theory and 

Practice, 36(1), 23-30. 

Correspondence should be addressed to Leslie T. Grant. Email: lgrant@uccs.edu 

Teachers’ Shifting Practices and Orientations in their 
Work with Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students 

Leslie T. Grant and Monica S. Yoo 

University of Colorado Colorado Springs USA 

Abstract: While the number of multilingual students continues to grow, the preparation of most 
classroom teachers does not adequately equip them to support students who are learning English 
as a second language. This study reports on a two-year program for in-service teachers working 
with culturally and linguistically diverse students and their families. This program incorporated 
intentionally designed coursework consisting of eight classes and quarterly coaching. Pre- and 
post-program surveys were used to determine self-reported knowledge of and appreciation for 
culturally and linguistically diverse students, their families and communities, and increased 
knowledge of language structure, second language acquisition, and appropriate instructional 
practices. Teachers also were asked about their confidence in serving culturally and linguistically 
diverse students. Shifts in practices and orientations were uncovered using end-of-year interviews. 
Findings indicated increased levels of knowledge, changes in orientations, and more teacher 
confidence in their capacity to serve students. 
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The number of students who are learners of English continues to grow; at the present time, 
approximately 10% of students are Multilingual Learners of English (MLEs) (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2020).  Unfortunately, most classroom teachers have not had the opportunity 
to learn about this population and the myriad ways to support their language, content learning, and 
development (e.g., Nutta et al., 2012; Fillmore & Snow, 2000). This study reports on a university 
program designed for in-service teachers (ISTs) with the goal of not only increasing their 
knowledge of MLEs, their families and support systems, but also increasing teachers’ knowledge 
and understanding of language structure, second language acquisition, and appropriate 
instructional practices. ISTs were supported in the classroom by coaches well-versed in culturally 
and linguistically responsive instruction so that they could take what they were learning in the 
program’s coursework and translate these ideas into practice. The question we posed at the outset 
of the study was: Do teachers who participate in a program with intentional coursework and 
coaching report increased knowledge of second language development, culturally responsive 
practices, and awareness of the benefits of multilingualism? Findings from pre- and post-program 
surveys as well as end-of-year interviews indicated that teachers did feel more knowledgeable 
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regarding their MLEs, language development, and teaching. They also reported shifts in their 
classroom practices, shifts in their orientations toward their students, and increased confidence in 
serving MLEs. 

 
BRIEF REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
Teachers frequently share that they have not been properly prepared to serve MLEs (e.g., 

Santibañez & Gándara, 2018). A common response to this concern is that all these students need 
are “good teachers.” However, “just good teaching” is not enough to instruct MLEs effectively (de 
Jong & Harper, 2005). These researchers, and others (e.g., Freeman & Freeman, 2014), explain 
that teachers need preparation which includes: an understanding of second language acquisition, 
knowledge of MLEs’ oral language and literacy development, and an awareness of how to build 
on students’ backgrounds, resources, and experiences. These foundational pieces are often 
excluded from teacher preparation (Lucas & Villegas, 2010); thus, teachers, while competent users 
of English for instructional purposes, may lack the in-depth knowledge about (a) the structure of 
English, including the sound system and the grammar, (b) how language and literacy develop for 
learners of English, and (c) ways to better support their learners as they navigate both new content 
and language in their classrooms. The case is then made for supporting ISTs in acquiring this 
foundational knowledge, often referred to as pedagogical language knowledge (e.g., Bunch, 2013; 
Fillmore & Snow, 2000). 

This knowledge about teaching and learning language and content also includes Teacher 
Language Awareness (TLA), which has been discussed in detail by Lindahl (2019). Briefly, TLA 
involves three domains: User Domain, Analyst Domain, and Teacher Domain. Lindahl describes 
the User Domain as “the teacher’s own command of English and awareness of types of English 
used by diverse learners.” The Analyst Domain is “the teacher’s understanding of general linguistic 
rules and systems.” Finally, the Teacher Domain is “the teacher’s ability to plan instruction that 
engages and supports diverse ELs” (Lindahl, 2019, p. 87). While many teachers may have studied 
another language, perhaps in middle school or high school, few are highly proficient in a second 
language (L2), so they simply are unaware of what their MLEs face on a daily basis in their 
classrooms (Lucas & Villegas, 2010). However, teachers’ learning about language development 
and ways to support their MLEs can mean a world of difference to the students. 

Lucas and Villegas (2010), in their framework for Linguistically Responsive Teaching 
(LRT), include the knowledge base just described and they also discuss the orientations and the 
skills teachers need for linguistically responsive instruction. They include the teaching 
orientations–or dispositions–that are essential for serving MLEs and their families. Teachers must 
first examine their own beliefs and biases, and then they need to understand that teaching is not 
merely delivering content. Instead, teachers must realize that teaching is a sociocultural, socio-
political, and sociolinguistic process–one that must take into account students and their families’ 
backgrounds, as well as communities and classroom contexts. In addition, it’s important for them 
to know that they may need to be advocates for their MLEs and their families; far too often these 
students are marginalized because of their cultural and linguistic differences.   

 These scholars make the case for preparing teachers from a culturally and linguistically 
responsive stance, and recent work by Piazza et al. (2020) has shown that a combination of 
coursework and coaching over time can lead to the improvement of instructional practices. 
Similarly, work by Teemant et al. (2011), Batt (2010), and Song (2016) also found that sustained 
professional development (PD) along with coaching led to the increase of more effective 
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instructional practices. Our study contributes to this knowledge base by considering the ways in 
which teachers note their uptake and development of culturally and linguistically responsive 
practices and orientations after engaging in intensive coursework and coaching. We sought to 
answer this question: Do teachers who participate in a program with intentional coursework and 
coaching report increased knowledge of language development, culturally responsive practices, 
and awareness of the benefits of multilingualism? 

 
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 
This study used a mixed methods design with quantitative data being gathered and analyzed 

using pre- and post-surveys, and qualitative data gathered and analyzed from end-of-year (EOY) 
interviews with a subset of the participants. 

 
CLD PROGRAM AND PARTICIPANTS 

Participants were 23 ISTs, supported by National Professional Development grant funds, 
taking graduate program courses in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD) education in a 
Western state. The program itself consisted of eight graduate classes, and one of these courses was 
a field-based Practicum. Completion of the program leads to a state endorsement in CLD. See 
Table 1 for a list of these courses. 

 
Table 1 
Program Courses 
 

CLD Program Courses 
 

Year 1 Year 2 

Introduction to ESL/Multicultural Education Literacy for All Learners 

Language and Linguistics 
 

Practicum in ESL/Multicultural Education 

Methods & Materials of ESL/Multicultural 
Education 

Assessment for English Learners 

Parent / Community Involvement Second Language Acquisition 

 
 
Most of the participants were females with two males in the group. Nearly all (87%) were 

native speakers of English, and their teaching experience ranged from 1 year to 22 years of 
experience with the average being just over 9 years for the group. 

Participants were matched with a coach who worked with them for two years; coaches 
worked with the teachers once per quarter. The coaching cycles consisted of a pre-observation 
coaching conversation, the actual observation, and a post-observation coaching conversation. The 
coaches were not instructors for any of their graduate courses. However, they were selected to be 
coaches based on their experience previously having worked with MLEs and teachers. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 
 Descriptive statistics were calculated for the pre- and post-program survey responses. 
Mean scores for the items informing our research question were reported along with any 
statistically significant findings from paired samples t-tests. Qualitative data were analyzed using 
the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), with the use of open coding based on 
what emerged from the EOY interviews.  
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

 Our research question asked if teachers who participated in coursework and coaching 
reported increased knowledge of language development, culturally responsive practices, 
awareness of the benefits of multilingualism, and confidence to serve MLEs. Results from 
quantitative findings will be presented followed by the qualitative findings. 
  
QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS FROM SURVEYS 
 
COURSE KNOWLEDGE 
 Results from the pre- and post-program surveys were significant in several areas. First, the 
results showed that the experimental group was more knowledgeable about language and language 
and literacy development, all reflecting core course areas in the program’s curriculum. Participants 
reported significantly more knowledge of linguistics at the completion of their program with t(22) 
= 8.99, p < .01, a finding directly connected to their course in Linguistics. Next, participants 
reported significantly more knowledge about literacy development with t(22) = 5.98, p < .01. This 
knowledge is gained from our Literacy for All Learners course. In addition, when assessing their 
knowledge of how first and second languages are acquired, there was a significant difference with 
t(22) = 6.37, p < .01 and this finding is directly connected to the class in Second Language 
Acquisition. See Figure 1 for details related to these findings. 
 Also tied to coursework was reported knowledge regarding strategies for teaching and 
interacting with ELs and drawing on their backgrounds and experiences. When asked about 
increased knowledge of culturally responsive teaching, the participants reported significantly more 
knowledge than before the program started with t(22) = 9.65, p < .01. This orientation and practice 
related topic is directly addressed in the Methods and Materials course, enacted in the Practicum 
course, and facilitated by the coaches. In terms of their response to bringing in the cultural 
backgrounds and experiences of their MLEs, they reported a significant increase in knowledge 
with t(22) = 10.16, p < .01. The emphasis on MLEs and their backgrounds, including families and 
communities is particularly emphasized in the course on Parent and Community Involvement, and 
it is enacted in the Practicum and coaching situations. See Figure 1 for more information. 
 
BELIEFS ABOUT MULTILINGUALISM   
 Regarding Beliefs about MLEs, there were significant results with the item that addressed 
knowing about MLEs and the benefits of multilingualism. The first statement asked participants 
how much knowledge they had gained about the local population, and the results were significant 
with t(22) = 2.62, p < .05. This information is shared throughout the program, but addressed 
explicitly in the Introduction class, the Practicum class, and in the coaching. The next item tapped 
into beliefs about the benefits of being multilingual; this item read, “I believe that reading and  
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Figure 1 
Pre-Post Survey Response Averages for Survey Questions on Course Knowledge 
  

 
 
writing in multiple languages is beneficial to any student.” The participants grew in their 
agreement with that statement with t(22) = 2.32, p < .03. The curriculum around the importance 
of multilingualism is stressed in several classes, but most strongly in the Introduction to 
Multicultural Education and Second Language Acquisition classes. Finally, for the statement, 
“Families have a strong knowledge base and are a resource to be tapped into through classroom 
and assessment,” the result was t(22) = 5.01, p < .01. The focus on families and communities of 
MLEs is stressed in the Parent and Community Involvement class. See Figure 2 for these findings. 
  
CONFIDENCE IN TEACHING MLES 
 The final set of quantitative findings were centered on feelings of confidence and 
preparedness for working with MLEs. For the statement, “I have been provided the tools needed 
to educate culturally diverse students effectively, the result was significant with t(22) = 7.24, p < 
.01. The tools that we refer to are part of the curriculum covered in Methods and Materials, Literacy 
for All Learners, Assessment, and the two applied aspects of the program: Practicum class and 
coaching. For the statement, “I am able to fully reach ELs in the classroom,” the finding was t(22) 
= 4.58, p < .01. This confidence is directly related to the coaching the teachers received. The same 
can be said for the last survey question, “I feel confident in my ability to teach a diverse student 
base.” This finding was significant with t(22) = 7.31, p < .01. Coaching was key for these practical 
teaching questions. See Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 
Pre-Post Survey Response Averages for Survey Questions on Beliefs and Confidence to Teach 
 

 
 
 
QUALITATIVE FINDINGS: SHIFTS IN TEACHING AND ORIENTATIONS BASED ON WORK WITH A 

COACH 
 With the EOY coaching interviews, a subset (n=14) of in-service teachers responded to 
open-ended questions about their coaching experiences and their impact on implementing effective 
practices. The responses revealed that teachers experienced growth related to planning and  
delivering their lessons. They explain that working regularly with a mentor or more knowledgeable 
‘other’ (Vygotsky, 1978), in this case, their coach, was helpful for implementing new or enhanced 
teaching strategies for MLEs. Here is how one teacher described her teaching: 
 

The [coaching] preconference made me so deliberate in looking at the SIOP 
[Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol] model and making sure that I was 
embedding those different structures into the lesson. And that is still helpful because 
now I'm starting to be able to do it without necessarily looking at this SIOP model 
all the time, I can start to just see where things can be. The post conference...that 
reflection process was huge. I did like the consistency of it…It felt like I could really 
kind of measure myself appropriately. 

 
 The internalization of an MLE-friendly teaching SIOP model (Echevarria, et al., 2017) led 
this teacher to routinely consider the needs of her MLEs. As the SIOP model was noted and used 
for thinking through lesson planning, it was an essential part of the program and was reinforced 
during the coaching cycles. She felt that the coaching follow-up was helpful in that she could 
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reflect on the class and lesson, and carefully consider what worked well in her teaching while 
internalizing its elements and making aspects of the model part of her intuitive pre-planning. 
 Another teacher reflected on how the coach was not judgmental in any way; this individual 
felt more willing to implement new ideas due to the coaching received: 

 
My coach both lets me know what I do well and has very specific suggestions of 
strategies to implement for greater success. I feel very supported, and the 
suggestions have been quite helpful. I never feel judged, which allows me to really 
be receptive to the feedback and view my teaching objectively rather than 
defensively. This more than anything has helped me grow, as I feel able to try new 
things without fear, and in doing so, I've tried with success several new strategies. 
 

This teacher felt as though the coach and the coaching cycles provided her an opportunity for 
teaching trial and error. With support, she ventured to “try new things” that she might not have 
done without the encouragement of a coach.  Since the coaching conversations were in the form 
of a collaborative dialogue around student data and progress, the IST did not feel the pressure of 
evaluation which might have left her to respond defensively about her teaching rather than in a 
manner which could open up spaces for teacher learning.  
 Another important theme that arose from analysis was the shift that occurred in the ways 
the teachers thought about their MLEs. Teachers may have held misconceptions about CLD 
students and transformed these over time, as they began to reflect and respond to their students’ 
learning needs.  Many times, they indicated that, early on, they really were not sure how to plan 
for students who were learning both content and the English language. They were unsure of how 
much they could participate and understand. Over the course of the program and the coaching, 
many teachers had a new appreciation–and respect–for the MLEs, which led them to become more 
attuned to where each student was in their language development. They learned how to meet them 
where they were, recognize their assets, and challenge them appropriately. Here is an example 
from a teacher: 
 

 Other strategies include how to differentiate assignments for the range of 
student needs–I’ve gotten much better at this. For example, when writing 
paragraphs, for my NEPs [non-English proficient], I now provide a paragraph 
frame with word banks and/or pictures for different parts of the paragraph (theme, 
verb tenses, characters, etc.) Moreover, I find this positive coaching to be a great 
model for how I work with students–really focusing on specific areas for them to 
improve upon while reinforcing their strengths. 

 
 The combination of coursework and coaching provided the ISTs with knowledge, 
strategies, and space, and in-person support for trying out and fine-tuning what they had learned 
in the program. These findings enabled us to answer the research question in the affirmative: 
teachers enrolled in coursework and coaching did report increased knowledge of language 
development, culturally responsive practices, and awareness of the benefits of multilingualism. 
They also noted shifts, not only in their knowledge base, but also in their actual teaching practices 
and orientations toward their MLEs. Importantly, this combination of coursework and coaching 
led to more confident teachers–teachers who felt that they had the tools to better serve their MLEs. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 Intentionally focused coursework combined with a coaching model, over time, can result 
in ISTs who are knowledgeable about MLEs and who can confidently implement culturally and 
linguistically responsive practices. As teachers encounter increasing numbers of MLEs in their 
classrooms, it is important that they learn about their students, and that they prepare lessons 
designed to engage and enable MLEs to develop their linguistic and conceptual knowledge. Such 
teacher learning and experiences has the potential to not only shape teachers’ practices, but also to 
change their orientations, which can have lasting effects beyond the scope of this study. All 
students deserve to have quality teachers, ones who understand their challenges and celebrate their 
gains; with MLEs, it is critical (Gándara & Santibañez, 2016). Teachers who have preparation in 
culturally and linguistically responsive instruction are particularly well suited to serve their MLEs. 
With more and more MLEs in classrooms, all teachers should be prepared to meet their learners 
where they are and assist them in growing in all aspects of their language development and 
schooling. 
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