Case Study: Mr. Perez’s 5th Grade Class in South Los Angeles

This 5th-grade class, located just south of Koreatown in Los Angeles, consists of 28 students with a blend of cultural and linguistic backgrounds that
reflects the diversity of the surrounding community. The student body includes Mexican American, Korean American, Black, and white students, with
about 30% being English Learners (ELs) whose first language is either Spanish or Korean. Many students come from middle- to low-income
families, with parents working in small businesses, public service roles, or service industries. This community of learners brings a unique set of
experiences, strengths, and learning needs that shape their classroom environment.

Language and Identity

The English Learners in this class bring a rich linguistic heritage, with Korean-speaking students often using Korean at home to communicate with
family members, especially grandparents. For many of these students, attending weekend Korean classes or participating in family traditions
reinforces their connection to their heritage language. These students are generally comfortable using conversational Korean but are still developing
their literacy skills in the language, particularly in reading and writing. Some have a strong bilingual foundation, while others navigate Korean
primarily as a spoken language.

Spanish-speaking students also tend to use their heritage language within family settings, though some come from households where both Spanish
and English are spoken, reflecting the gradual shift toward English in some second- and third-generation families. These students are skilled at
switching between languages depending on social context and can usually hold conversations with Spanish-speaking family members but often
have limited formal training in written Spanish.

For these EL students, balancing English and their heritage languages has given them strong communication skills and adaptability, though they
face challenges with academic English. While they are fluent in day-to-day spoken English, they sometimes struggle with more complex academic
vocabulary and abstract concepts, particularly in subjects like science and social studies. They benefit from visual aids, scaffolded language
supports, and structured opportunities for practicing English in academic settings.

Cultural Backgrounds and Family Dynamics

This classroom reflects a broad spectrum of cultural traditions and family structures. Many Mexican American students participate in family
gatherings that often involve extended family members and celebrate cultural holidays such as Dia de los Muertos and Mexican Independence Day.
These gatherings provide an opportunity to pass down traditions and reinforce a sense of cultural pride and belonging. A few students share stories
of visiting family in Mexico, learning about family history and deepening their cultural identity.

The Korean American students also have a strong cultural foundation, often involving extended family members in their daily lives. Family
gatherings might include celebrations like Chuseok, where students experience traditional foods, games, and rituals that connect them to Korean
culture. For some, grandparents play a central role in imparting cultural values and language, helping them stay connected to their heritage while
living in the U.S.



Many students in this classroom come from middle- to low-income households, where family roles may be flexible to meet various responsibilities.
For example, students may help care for younger siblings, contribute to household chores, or support family businesses. This responsibility often
instills a sense of independence and resilience, as they navigate roles that blend school, family, and community involvement.

Social Skills and Recreational Interests

The students in this class have a range of interests shaped by their community and the urban culture of Los Angeles. Some are passionate about
music and dance, especially popular genres like K-pop, hip-hop, and Latin music. Others are involved in sports such as soccer, basketball, and
skateboarding, which are popular in the neighborhood and provide students with a sense of belonging and teamwork.

Students frequently share their interests with one another, creating a classroom culture where they celebrate each other’s talents and hobbies.
Korean American students might introduce classmates to K-pop songs or share traditional games, while Mexican American students bring in stories
of soccer games or discuss favorite family recipes. This exchange of interests has helped build strong friendships across cultural lines, as students
learn to respect and appreciate their diverse backgrounds.

Academic Strengths and Learning Needs

The students’ academic abilities are as varied as their backgrounds. The bilingual students bring strengths in communication and adaptability, often
acting as cultural connectors between classmates and contributing unique perspectives in class discussions. However, some need additional
support in mastering academic English, especially when it comes to reading comprehension and vocabulary. Visuals, interactive activities, and
small-group discussions are effective in helping them grasp complex material and participate more confidently in class.

For the English-only speakers, academic engagement is often high in hands-on and project-based activities. Many are naturally curious about their
classmates’ cultures and enjoy collaborative projects that allow them to explore new perspectives. A few students need encouragement in
social-emotional learning, particularly in building empathy and understanding of cultural differences, which is a focus area in the class’s weekly
social circles.

Across the class, students benefit from a supportive environment that prioritizes growth mindset and resilience. Many students are self-motivated
and show pride in their accomplishments, particularly when projects reflect their personal or cultural experiences. Activities that connect academic
content to students’ real lives—such as a recent project on urban green spaces in Los Angeles—are particularly effective, as they allow students to
apply what they’re learning to issues that impact their own neighborhoods.

Technology Use and Digital Skills

Most students have basic proficiency with technology, though access varies across households. Many students use Chromebooks or tablets for
class projects, research, and creative work, often demonstrating enthusiasm for using technology to express their ideas. Some bilingual students
find Google Translate useful for bridging gaps between English and their heritage languages, particularly when working on bilingual projects or
communicating with family.



Digital storytelling tools, such as video apps and digital drawing platforms, are popular, especially among students interested in art and music.
These tools offer students a way to incorporate cultural elements into their work, such as creating animations that reflect traditional family stories or
using bilingual captions in multimedia projects. This digital fluency has fostered creativity and confidence, allowing students to share their
backgrounds in ways that go beyond traditional class presentations.

Overall Student Dynamics

This 5th-grade classroom exemplifies a dynamic blend of cultural heritage, linguistic diversity, and academic growth. Students demonstrate strong
social bonds, a shared sense of community, and an openness to learning from one another. English Learners bring valuable language skills and
cultural knowledge, which enrich the classroom environment, while English-only students show curiosity and respect toward their multilingual peers.
Together, these students foster an inclusive atmosphere where cultural diversity is celebrated and every student’s background is viewed as an asset
to the learning experience.

Through their unique blend of academic strengths, cultural identities, and collaborative spirit, these students are building a classroom community
that values diversity and supports one another’s learning journeys. This foundation not only enhances their academic growth but also prepares them
to become empathetic, culturally aware individuals in an increasingly interconnected world.



