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Working with Students from Different Backgrounds


 Being a tutor at De Anza College, it is almost impossible to avoid coming across any students who are from different cultural backgrounds.  I have worked with three students for the first quarter of my tutor experience, and all of them are from different countries.  One of them is from Korea, the other from Japan, and one from Ethiopia.  At first, it was really challenging for me.  But as I worked with them more, it became very inspiring and I had also discovered some characteristics and traits while working with them.  Some of them are advantageous while others are somewhat disadvantageous.  Being from a different background enables the students to perform better when it comes to learning grammars, and writing more diverse papers.  However, the disadvantages are: having hard times to understand American culture, which limits their ability to comprehend terms, slang, sayings, and puns; the language barrier that causes miscommunication between the students and the instructors, sometimes tutors; lastly they are less likely to be accepted by the society.

Since the students are from different cultural backgrounds, it is more likely that they have different experiences and perspectives from the locals.  When it comes to writing, nothing is more important than one’s knowledge or experiences regarding the subject matter.  It becomes very favorable for students with different backgrounds to write about something interesting, exotic, and full of diversity.  For example, my Japanese tutee once wrote a paper introducing life in Japan, although her writing was not very polished, the story itself kept the readers interested.  

Another advantage I observed while working with them is that they tend to learn grammar faster than native speakers, because they learn grammar by logics while native speakers learn from experiences.  I remember before I came here, I used to memorize all the grammar rules by heart.  After being here for two years, I now use what makes more sense to me rather than thinking about how to apply the grammar rules.  The students who speak other languages other than English have a basic understanding of grammar when they are learning.  They would try to use logical explanations and they would make comparisons with their own languages.  Therefore, they are more likely to understand grammar better than native speakers.


When talking to my students individually, I found out that although they may not have the same advantages, they all share common disadvantages.  When they first came here, they were all having hard times trying to understand American culture. This weakness has thus resulted in their inability to understand some terms, slang, sayings, and puns in the reading context.  I found it very hard to for me to explain this to them since I am a foreigner myself, it is also one of my weaknesses in reading.  For example, I was having problems understanding a poem by Robert Frost when one of my tutees brought it to me.  We looked up for information online together in the tutorial center, and it helped a lot.  There are several ways to solve this problem, and the most effective one is to encourage them to absorb American culture as much as possible, and to let themselves exposed to it.  It is also very important to let the students know that it takes time because sometimes it can be so frustrating that they want to give up.  

The language barrier is also a major issue for students from different cultures, and it can contribute to a very significant drawback for the learning process, which is the miscommunication between the students and the instructors, or sometimes tutors.  First of all, I feel that it is very important to be patient with people from different backgrounds, and make them feel comfortable speaking English here.  We need to understand that learning a different language is hard, especially when one has to use a foreign language to live.  When working with my tutees, I discovered that they are all very brave and eager to learn.  Although miscommunication did not happen between us, it did sometimes occur between them and their teachers.  Sometimes the requirements are not clearly stated by the teacher, but the students were too shy to ask due to the language barrier.  I asked a friend who had been a tutor before, and he came up with a way to be the bridge between the student and the teacher.  He actually went and talked to the teacher about the problems his student was having, and they worked it out together.  Although it worked, it does not seem like a good idea to me, because sometimes tutors should stay neutral between teachers and students.  However, understanding students’ problems is essential for the whole tutoring process, and finding an appropriate way to solve the problem requires experience and advice from senior tutors or supervisors.  

Last but not least, another problem students from different backgrounds are facing in the new environment is trying to be accepted.  It is sad to say they are less likely to be accepted by the society, and they tend to stay in their own group with the same ethnicity.  It is very hard for a foreigner to start a new life in a place rather than home, and it is totally understandable why they choose to stay in their own group because of similar backgrounds and language.  However, I think it will be a great chance for both the student and the tutor to be friends and learn about each other.  Tutors serve not only as an academic helper but also a friend to the student.  I was impressed to hear in our first class that some students said tutors are the only people they talk to on campus.  Making friends in college is hard since everyone is always on the go.  If it is hard for people who have been living here for a long time, it will be much harder for students who just came here.  As tutors, I think it will be very helpful for the students and us as well to be friends with them.

To conclude, by working with students with different cultures, I learned the advantages and disadvantages they have due to their backgrounds.  I enjoy working with them and I enjoy working under this diverse environment.  Tutoring is a job that not only offers me a great chance of learning but also makes my life more interesting and exciting! 

