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Eliminating the “Poverty of the Teaching Spirit” to Educate Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse Learners with Exceptionalities

Abstract 
 

Teaching is a laudable profession that continues to make a difference in the lives of students and societies in 
which they live. This spiritual motif is especially useful to learners with exceptionalities who come from culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CLD) and vulnerable backgrounds who have been consistently misidentified, 
misassessed, miscategorized, misplaced, and misinstructed. Despite the magnanimous roles of teachers, the 
teaching profession has continued to be downplayed. As a response, the p
reputation by focusing on stringent measures that masquerade as “quality control” measures. Teaching is rooted 
in underlying spiritual contexts that involve the manipulation of the learning environment through humane and 
fun activities. While stringent measures are not altogether useless, they do not fully maximize the potential of 
CLD and vulnerable learners with exceptionalities.In this article, I argue that these learners need caring teachers 
who are willing to eliminate the poverty of the teaching spirit and uplift their humanity. 
 

Keywords:Teaching as a profession, spiritual connectivity, CLD learners with exceptionalities, building 
humanity, maximizing potential 
 

Introduction 
 

It is common knowledge that CLD learners are different in their learning and behavioral styles which are 
sometimes challenging in educational settings. As a result, they are frequently misidentified, misassessed, 
mislabeled, misplaced, and misinstructed in
1999, 2001, 2008b, 2018, 2020, 2021). To a large measure, they are disproportionally placed in special education 
and frequently disenfranchised, disadvantaged, and disillusioned. These inadequ
not necessarily occur due to their lack of abilities and capabilities
assumptions, unrealistic expectations, and illusory generalizations that they encounter as they interact with t
schools, communities, and society (Obiakor, 1992a, 1992b, 1999, 2001, 2018, 2020, 2021).Cumulatively, these 
problems call for teachers who are thoroughly educated and prepared with good spiritual connectivity and skill
sets to teach CLD learners.Presumably, these skill
spirit and increase their with-it-ness in their chosen profession. This is the essence of this article. 
 

Another Look at the Teaching Profession
 

Every profession views itself as laudable profession and has its own standards, rules, regulations, and 
accountability measures. As a profession, teaching is viewed by many as a great profession with its own 
intricacies and nuances; and like most professions,it is powerfully intertwi
professions. Yet, it is also one of the most denigrated professions in the world. For example, many people 
presume that it is an easy profession that can be penetrated effortlessly by “never
Nonetheless, despite the political intrusions and intricacies in the teaching profession, it is still a profession. Hoyle 
(1975) further explained that: 
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The term, ‘profession’ is less analytic than symbolic and represents the  rights and privileges which an occupation 
desires for itself and also the social service which it offers. We can, however, get some indication of the social 
standing of an occupation by examining the extent to which it meets  certain criteria of a profession derived for 
those occupations which are clearly recognized as such. Teaching meets many of the accepted criteria  in part but 
not in full, and there still remain some quite significant barriers  to the achievement of full professional status. 
(p.93) 
 

In efforts to counter strangeand confusing premises on the teaching profession, educators and their stakeholders 
have directed their attention on (a) raising some phony standards, (b) being restrictive on who will come into the 
profession,and (c) engaging in political debates that do not uplift the image of the profession (Obiakor, Obi, & 
Carrington, 2021).As a result, they have made it difficult to ascertain adequate dispositions and skill-sets 
necessary to be successful in the teaching profession.Vacant in ascertaining appropriate dispositions is how pre-
service teachers are prepared to respond toracial, xenophobic, diversity, and inclusivity issues in schools. In fact, 
even the accreditation bodies appear to be very relaxed on these issues and very stringently focused on (a) 
producing puritanically focused teachers and professionals,(b) instituting standardized assessment measures that 
tend to ignore or downplay differences based on culture, language, national origin, and religion, and (c) using 
assessment tools to label and exclude students who are already vulnerable, to mention a few.  These “puritanical” 
issues are particularly problematic in the education of CLD learners with and without exceptionalities who have 
consistently been disenfranchised, disadvantaged, and disillusioned (see Obiakor, 1992a, 1992b, 1999, 2001, 
2018, 2020, 2021; Obiakor et al., 2021). Sometimes, it appears that educational stakeholders and accrediting 
agencies have sold their souls to the wolves. For instance, they seem to have forgotten (a) what teaching is all 
about, (b) that teaching touches on the deeper hearts of human-beings, and (c) that teaching is no ordinary 
profession. In reality, teaching powerfully builds the “self,” community, state, nation, and world. Some years ago, 
Ryan and Cooper (1988) affirmed that: 
 

Teaching, like nursing, the ministry, and social work, is a service occupation. Built into teaching is the idea of 
contribution to the lives of others. For  many people, the root of their decision to teach is deeper than a love of 
subject matter or an attraction to the life of a teacher. Many men and women select teaching for reasons that are at 
heart, religious or humanitarian. We suspect that teachers who are truly satisfied are people whose choice has 
been grounded in this deeper motivation. And while such  religiously based or humanistically motivated reasons 
for teaching are a private matter, it is a matter that each of us needs to explore very carefully. (p. 28) 
 

From the above perspectives, I argue that the debate over the professionalism of the teaching profession is a 
debate that can be easily won. The fact remains that teaching is a great profession that has made and continues to 
make a difference in the lives of others. However, one can also argue that some teachers and educational 
stakeholders have sold out their profession by their lack of professional integrity, fidelity, steadfastness, and 
growth. Consider these resultant critical questions: How can someone who hates kids still want to be a teacher? 
How can a teacher struggle to value intra-individual and inter-individual differences and still want to be a teacher? 
How can teachers continue to use instruments that discriminate against CLD and vulnerable students to evaluate 
the same students? How can teachers use unit of scores to know how intelligenta student is based on a 
standardized instrument? How can teachers help students who they consistently misidentify, misassess, mislabel, 
misplace, and misinstruct because they are different? How can teachers enjoy getting rid of students (via timeouts, 
suspensions, expulsions, and jail terms) when they are supposed to uplift them? Apparently, instead of caring for 
the heart and soul of their profession and CLD students, some educational professionals have lost their way by 
focusingmore on the politics enveloping their profession. It is time that teachers and their related professionals 
took charge of their great spiritual profession to non-prejudicially educate their CLD learners and boost their 
profession’s reputation, integrity, and fidelity. 
 

Beyond Teachers’ Traditional Roles  
 

Teachers are supposed to play major and minor roles; and embedded in these roles are traditional and non-
traditional roles (Hoyle, 1975). At times, it is difficult to differentiate between major, minor, traditional, or non-
traditional roles in helping professions like teaching. In addition, some of these roles can be sub-roles or 
facilitating roles. These critical roles of the teacher are intertwined with each other (see Obiakor, 2001, 2008b, 
2001, 2018, 2020, 2021). While the teacher’s classic roles focus on instruction, socialization, and evaluation (see 
Hoyle, 1975), they alsofocus on other sub-roles (Redl &Wattenberg, 1951). These sub-roles include: 
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 Representative of Society (inculcates moral precepts).
 Judge (gives marks and ratings).
 Resource (possesses knowledge and skills).
 Helper (provides guidance for pupil difficulties).
 Referee (settles disputes amon
 Detective (discovers rule-breakers).
 Object of Identification (possesses traits which children imitate).
 Limiter of Anxiety (helps children to control impulses).
 Ego-Supporter (helps children to have confidence in themselves).
 Group Leader (establishes the climate of the group).
 Parent Surrogate (acts as object of bids for attention from younger children).
 Target for Hostilities (acts as object of aggression arising from frustration created by adults).
 Friend and Confidante (establishes warm re
 Object of Affection (meets the psychological needs of children).

 

The aforementioned roles of the teacher can be mutually inclusive or mutually exclusive depending on the 
specific student, teacher, situation, and circumstance. In addition, variables (e.g., race, culture, language, gender, 
religion, national origin, perceived or actual disability, and personal idiosyncrasyof the student) play dominant 
parts in teaching-learning situations and student
socialization, and evaluation alone does students’ some disservice, especially in developing them for a complex 
and competitive society such as the United States. These related issuesbecome 
learners who are(a) educationally misidentified, misassessed, miscategorized, misplaced, and misinstructed, and 
(b) systemically disenfranchised, disadvantaged, and disillusioned. To a large extent, for these learners to exc
educationally and survive systemically, they need teachers who understand the spiritual connections to teaching 
(see Obiakor, 2001, 2008a, 2018, 2020, 2021).
 

Eliminating the “Poverty” of Teaching Spirit
 

As a Catholic, I am married to a Seventh Day Adv
our 38 years old marriage. In fact, I have frequently welcomed people of different religions to my home to engage 
them in spiritual discussions. Though some have tried to convert me, many have
built spiritual connections in wonderful ways. As a teacher, I have tried to build similar esprit de corps with my 
students and colleagues. I have found that it is not about how strict or tough a teacher is; it is about the so
heart of the teacher and his/her dispositions and techniques. Without good spiritual connections, teachers 
frequently fail. When teachers fail, students fail, parents fail, schools fail, communities fail, nations fail, and our 
world fails. This means that the failure of CLD learners with exceptionalities in school programs does not hurt 
them alone---there are far-reaching dangerous socio
and the general society. 
 

Teachers who are spiritually connected have real pedagogical powers and willingness to eradicate the poverty of 
the teaching spirit (see Obiakor, 2001, 2008a, 2008b, 2018, 2020, 2021). These teachers do not view themselves 
as perfect---they are continuously learning and growing. They are
paradigms and powers to meet the unique needs of students, especially those who come from CLD and vulnerable 
backgrounds. In addition, these teachers know that their roles change from time to time as fathers, mot
grandparents, brothers, sisters, uncles, cousins, psychotherapists, counselors, and friends, to mention a few. In 
other words, they understand the multidimensionality of their roles and societal expectations of these roles. A 
spiritually connected teacher is someone who understands what it takes to do an excellent job. Clearly, this 
teacher knows the complexity of his/her job and values the fact that his/her job goes beyond the traditional 
classroom. Hoyle (1975) explained that:
 
A teacher has a much wider public than his pupils and colleagues. Outside the school a number of groups have 
their own expectations of the teacher’s role. These groups include the parents of pupils, local councilors and 
others who have responsibilities for education, the membe
interest in education, and members of Parent
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will have their own conceptions of the teacher. The degree to which these  expectations directly impinge upon the 
teacher and shape his [her]  of his [her] role varies from society to society….(p. 69) 
 

 In consonance, Algozzine (1995), in his book, Teacher’s Little Book of Wisdom,identified strategic roles and 
expectations of teachers and suggested how instructional environments can be manipulated to maximize the 
fullest potential of all learners, including those who come from the other sides of the streets. To a large extent, 
these teachers value their students and their profession and understand the underlying spiritual connectivity to 
their profession. They are knowledgeable, smart, and do the needful to uplift students, parents, educational 
practitioners, communities, and government. They know who they are, learn the facts when they are in doubt, 
change their thinking, use resource persons, build self-concepts, teach with divergent techniques, make the right 
choices, and continue to learn (see Obiakor, 2008b, 2018, 2020, 2021).  
 

Spiritually connected teachers cherish what Clifton Taulbert (1997) called the “habits of the heart.” According to 
Taulbert (1997), embracing the values that build strong families and communities entails (a) nurturing attitude, (b) 
dependability and responsibility, (c) friendship, (d) brotherhood [sisterhood], (e) high expectations, (f) courage, 
(g) hope, and (h) transcending habits. In the end, putting all these ideas into practice will eradicate the poverty of 
the teaching spirit. People who hate others because they are different do not deserve to be teachers. We cannot 
hate children who come from CLD or vulnerable backgrounds and still be allowed to teach. And, we need 
professionals who have the moral compass to value others and do the right things.Let’s be frank! You must have 
the caring spirit to teach! You cannot just wake up one day and decide that you want to teach! The damages that 
you will do to children and young adults will not be measurable. Herbert Kohl (1984), in his classic book, 
Growing Minds: On Becoming a Teacher recounted his initial experience as a teacher when he wrote: 
 

During my first few years of teaching I tenaciously held to the belief that if I tried hard enough, every one of my 
students would reads, write, calculate and, even better, find some aspect of knowledge to master in depth. Some  
students, however, challenged that belief (or, more accurately, article of faith) to the extreme---indeed, the harder 
I tried to get them to learn, the more resistant they became. (p. 5) 
 

Finally, to be an excellent spiritually connected teacher, it is not about how much you try; it is about how much 
caring spirit that you bring to your teaching and learning situations.Simply, teaching involves the manipulation of 
the learning environment to make it more humane and fun (Algozzine, 1993, 1995; Obiakor, 2008b). Earlier, 
Ryan and Cooper (1988) were right when they titled their book, Those Who Can, Teach. Teaching is not a 
dumping ground for the never-do-wells from other professions. As Algozzine (1995) noted, to do an excellent job 
as a teacher, you must: 
 

 Dream big dreams but be known for what you do. 
 Teach so that when your students think of fun, joy, and learning, they think of you.  
 Show respect to children and youth. 
 Surprise your students with unexpected gifts. 
 Believe your students want to learn something new every day. 
 If you make mistakes, try not to make them again. 
 Never force anyone to do anything. 
 Teach your students to tell the principal how much they enjoy being in your class.  
 Remember you can weigh manure with a jeweler’s scale and slice baloney with a laser beam, but 

when you’re done you still have manure and baloney. 
 Teach something that’s not a part of the curriculum. 
 Have a field trip every day. 
 At least once a month, toss out your plans and do what you like. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Like other professions, teaching is a profession that has its own culture, rules, and expectations.The traditional 
belief that anyone can teach is a dangerous myth that must be eliminated. Kohl (1988) rightly concluded that “it 
takes experience to learn to take a joke, to reformulate a lesson, and to perceive the sources of student energy. 
And no matter how much experience you’ve had or how finely developed your teaching sensibility becomes, 
you’ll always be tested, confounded, and challenged” (p. 77). This makes it imperative for teachers to be 
spiritually connected to their laudable and chosen profession. As it appears, many teachers continue to have the 
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poverty of the teaching spirit, especially in working with lea
backgrounds and those who have exceptionalities. The good news is that the poverty of the teaching spirit can be 
eradicated with training, retraining, and dedication!  We need teachers who understand the spiritual con
to their job. Such teachers hear, see, and do the right things to uplift their CLD students, parents, colleagues, and 
communities. In fact, such teachers care and positively think about their CLD learners with and without 
exceptionalities. In a nutshell, they practice what they preach. In the futuristic words of Kohl (1988) more than 
three decades ago: 
 
It is much more important to be teaching now, when society is indifferent and hope for a decent future for all 
children is considered romantic and even foolish. The loneliness of trying to teach well during cynical times also 
provides rewards. Young people and their parents know who cares, and there is a warmth and a sense of common 
struggle that comes from caring when it’s easy to be cynical. And t
their minds unfold because of one teacher, perhaps in a school at war or in a suburban desert. You can see and feel 
your students grow, and that finally is the reason to teach and the reward of teaching. (p. 63)
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