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Empowering
Minority Students
through Tech Talk

by Patricia A. Young

Educating culturally and linguisti
cally diverse students about tech-

nology begins with the conscious use
of “tech talk.” Tech talk is the active
use of computer lingo to communi-
cate. This language of communication
is driven by recent technological in-
novations, and it has become an inte-
gral part of the general public’s
vocabulary. Within the classroom,
tech talk can become an integral part
of the classroom discourse. Using tech
talk with all students, but particularly
minority children, is imperative to
their acquisition of language and their
future in this technologically driven
society.

Culturally and linguistically diverse
students come from homes that are
rich in language, culture, history and
expression. The acquisition of disci-
pline specific vocabulary adds to their
already rich cadre of words. Minority
students must be prepared for this
technological revolution with what-
ever technology is available in your
classroom or school. It is imperative
that educators facilitate this education
by whatever means necessary. If stu-
dents cannot articulate the language
of technology then they cannot com-
pete in this industry.

Teachers have the power to edu-
cate students with the tools that they
need to be successful. These “codes or
rules” relate to “linguistic forms, com-
municative strategies, and presenta-

tion of self; that is ways of talking,
ways of writing, ways of dressing and
ways of interacting” (Delpit, 1993, p.
25). Minority student’s success is con-
tingent upon their mastery of these
codes of power.

The assumption is that all students
receive the same quality of instruc-
tion; however this is not the case.
Schools that house poor and minority
students face challenges such as insuf-
ficient funding, undertrained teachers,
students with low academic perfor-
mance, and outdated curriculum ma-
terials. Given these factors, there are
also teachers who feel that African
American, Latino and poor children
come from deprived home environ-
ments and that they are not academi-
cally as smart as other students (Gay,
2000). These deficit perceptions lead
to the miseducation of these children.
Subsequently, the language and skills
that minority students need to acquire
and to compete in this technologically
driven society are not taught.

The flip side of this situation is that
“there can be no doubt that in many
classrooms students of color do reject
literacy, for they feel that literate Dis-
courses reject them” (Delpit, 1993, p.
290). Given this situation, some teach-
ers have students who they perceive do
not want to learn; the teachers in turn
may choose to not teach (Delpit,
1993). “Believing themselves to be
contributing to their students’ libera-

tion by de-emphasizing dominant Dis-
courses” (Delpit, 1993, p. 290). This is
a false perception of some teachers.
Poor and minority students want to
learn and they deserve to be accepted
by literate discourses in all forms.

WHAT IS TECH TALK?
Tech talk is the language of communi-
cation used in the technology indus-
try. Whether you are working with
hardware, software or the Internet,
the vocabulary and terms used are
tech talk. The only way to become
proficient in tech talk is to use it.

When using or engaging in discus-
sions, the proper use of technological
vocabulary better facilitates under-
standing and recall. Tech talk about
hardware includes terms like comput-
ers, videocassette recorders, DVD
(digital versatile discs) players, projec-
tion devices, or an overhead projector.

If students are using a computer,
they need to know the terms for its
hardware like monitor, printer, and
central processing unit (CPU). The
peripherals of a computer are things
like the floppy drive, modem, CD-
ROM drive, or the zip drive. Students
should know whether they are work-
ing on a PC or a Macintosh computer.
If possible, they should know the
specifications of the machines that
they are using. How much memory is
the computer system operating on?
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This is referred to as Random Access
Memory (RAM) that acts as a tempo-
rary storage while the computer is
turned on. RAM is usually described
in terms of kilobytes (thousands) KB,
Megabytes (millions) MB, gigabytes
(billions) GB, or terabytes (trillions)
TB (Roblyer & Edwards, 2000). Stu-
dents also need to know the capacity
of the hard drive but this varies from
PC to Macintosh computers.

Even a basic lesson about the key-
board is needed. Students need to
know where the keys are on the key-
board. Or that the [esc] key stands for
escape and this key allows you to exit
out of functions that are tying up the
computer. (That’s tech talk!)

When tech talking about computer
media that stores information you
should use the proper terms like dis-
kettes (3 1/2” or 5 1/4”, floppy disks),
CD-ROMs, DVDs or zip drives.

Tech talk should include terms re-
lated to the desktop like icons and
windows. When navigating students
through an instructional process make
sure you refer to the mouse and use
terms like point, click, double-click, or
drag. Show students how to scroll
down the page, minimize or maximize
the screen, and open and close win-
dows. Point out the difference in icons
for programs, files, and folders. Teach
them how to manage files and folders.
This should include moving, remov-
ing and copying.

Most importantly show students how
to take care of hardware and software.
Demonstrate how to handle computer
media with care and how to keep it
clean. Don’t forget to lecture on the im-
portance of saving information. Teach
students multiple ways to save their ma-
terials. Save, save, save is my motto.

For whatever software you are us-
ing tech talk about its features. For ex-
ample, a list of vocabulary for the
hardware and software could become a
part of a spelling lesson, the class vo-
cabulary board, or an on-going dictio-
nary of computer terms. Students
begin to model your speech and they
have visual reminders of terms posted
throughout the classroom. In no time,

they are tech talking too.
Then there is tech talk associated

with the Internet. Become familiar
with terms like web browsers
(Netscape, Internet Explorer) and
search engines (Yahoo, MSN). Search
the Internet and teach yourself or take
a class, and then teach your students.

MAKING TECH TALK YOUR OWN
Make tech talk a part of your daily vo-
cabulary. When speaking, writing or
thinking about technology, use the cor-
rect technical terms. Get into a “tech”
craze. The consistent repetition helps
you become comfortable with speak-
ing, writing and teaching about tech-
nology. This comfort level enhances
your ability to use technology. Students
notice your ease of using tech talk, and
they become more comfortable.

This is a good time to search your
computer dictionary, take a couple of
technology courses, or use the help fea-
tures of your application software for as-
sistance. A computer dictionary helps in
understanding many terms. A couple of
websites to try are <http://
www.instantweb.com/D/dictionary/
contents.html>, <http://www.techweb.com/
e n c y c l o p e d i a / > ,  o r  < h t t p : / /
www.pcwebopaedia.com/>. Use these
terms and definitions as a regular part of
your teaching approach and throughout
your curriculum. The integration of tech-
nology into the curriculum begins with
tech talk.

Technology is rapidly changing,
teachers have to constantly educate
and re-educate themselves. Accept
the fact that teachers are life long
learners who have to continually edu-
cate themselves about the fundamen-
tals of technology. Teachers have to
be knowledgeable about integrating
technology into the instructional pro-
cess. Plan to take several technology
courses. Check with your school dis-
trict or local college. An introductory
course in computer basics should pro-
vide a brief overview of terms. Then
look for courses that teach a variety of
software programs in one course. This
limits the amount of money needed to

spend on multiple courses. If books are
your thing, I recommend a basic book
on integrating educational technology
into teaching.

Get on a “tech” track. Form a tech-
nology committee at your school.
Through the discussion of technology
issues, these terms become part of your
regular vocabulary and everyone
learns that others have the same tech-
nical challenges. Tech talk must be
shared otherwise it is easy to forget old
and new terms.

The “help” features in software ap-
plications are the quickest way to re-
fresh your memory. Whether working
in a word processing program or
searching the Internet, use help fea-
tures to learn and relearn. Get into
the habit of using these features and it
will be easier to remember the valu-
able tech talk information that is
needed to be an effective communica-
tor of technology.

MOTIVATING STUDENTS
WITH TECH TALK
There is much concern about the de-
clining academic success of minority
students (Gay, 2000). Tied with this
concern is that of how to reach this
generation of failing children — how
to motivate them. Students must be
motivated to make gains academically.
Motivation promotes positive atti-
tudes, less anxiety (Kinzie, 1990) and
self-empowerment. The question then
becomes how can technology enhance
this desire to succeed.

To be a participant in the informa-
tion superhighway minority students
must have the tools to enable them to
be consumers and producers of tech-
nology. The classroom teacher can be-
gin by creating a culturally responsive
learning environment that supports
and validates the child and their com-
munity. Second, educate students with
the language used in the technology
industry. A third tool is to provide con-
texts where students can comfortably
interact with technology. Fourth, mi-
nority students need continued oppor-
tunities to engage technology and
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continuous learning opportunities with
technology. Show minority students
how they can be producers of technol-
ogy. Without these tools minority stu-
dents run the risk of total exclusion
from the technological revolution.

TOOL #1 — CREATE A CULTURALLY
RESPONSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
To create a culturally responsive
learning environment requires that
teachers engage in “Culturally Re-
sponsive Teaching” (CRT). CRT is
about teaching; however it is the kind
of teaching that “centers classroom in-
struction in multiethnic cultural
frames of reference” (Gay, 2000, p.
xix). This is achieved by considering
students prior experiences, commu-
nity environment, ethnic identities
(Gay, 2000), and cultural & linguistic
backgrounds. A culturally responsive
learning environment is first a way of
thinking and second a way of doing.

In thinking, about the integration
of culture, curriculum and computer
technology, ask the following ques-
tions:
1. What are my learning objectives?

Acknowledge that everyone in
your classroom can achieve or ex-
ceed these learning objectives.

2. How can I incorporate student’s
prior experiences with computer
technology? Engage in class discus-
sions about who owns a computer.
Find out students experience with
computer technology? (Have stu-
dents go out into the community
documenting where computers are
used [e.g., cash registers in grocery
stores, computers operate washing
machines in Laundromats]).

3. Ask students if they know anyone
who owns a computer? Have stu-
dents do research on the people
they know who own computers or
who use computers at work? (Stu-
dents can gather the following in-
formation: age, race, sex,
profession, computer use, etc.).
Who are these people (e.g., family
members, friends)?

4. Do some reflective research on stu-

dent learning in your classroom.
When students use computers are
they engaging in tech talk? Do stu-
dents only tech talk in English? If
you have second language learners,
what part of their conversations are
in English and what parts are in
their primary language? How do
students engage in cultural forms to
learn? (e.g., engaging group versus
individual interactions for aca-
demic activities, incorporating that
ethnic group’s way of thinking or
doing something).
Use these observations to begin to

understand how the integration of
culture, language, curriculum and
computer technology belongs in your
classroom. Then work towards devel-
oping other culturally responsive
learning environments.

TOOL #2  — ACQUIRING THE LAN-
GUAGE OF TECHNOLOGY
To begin the process of learning about
the technological revolution have stu-
dents use tech talk throughout the
school year. When asking questions or
offering an explanation, they must use
computer lingo. Even when writing,
students should use tech talk. Use
these writings to create a class journal
about technology. Now, students can
read stories that incorporate the lan-
guage of technology.

TOOL #3 — HELP STUDENTS FEEL
COMFORTABLE WITH TECHNOLOGY.
Often we shun students away from com-
puters and other technology with the
fear that they will break the equipment.
This fear can also turn students off to
technology. Allow students opportuni-
ties to interact with hardware and soft-
ware. Letting them know that the
proper use of the equipment will ensure
its longevity is a better approach.

Teach students how to trouble
shoot when error messages appear (Er-
ror messages are just feedback from
the computer asking you to respond.
It’s how the computer interacts with
its user). Help students to be active

learners by first trying to figure out the
problem themselves. Second, students
should ask a neighbor for assistance,
and then they should come to you as a
last resort. In a class of 20 to 30 stu-
dents with tech questions, teaching
students how to trouble shoot gives
them a sense of autonomy and self-
empowerment.

Allow students many opportunities
to use computers with software and
the Internet. Do not take away com-
puter use as a form of punishment.
This will only create animosity toward
this valuable technology.

Model how you enjoy using the
computer. Smile when you are using
the computer (especially with lower
grades). Show students how the com-
puter helps you learn many things
about the world. Demonstrate mock
examples of how important technol-
ogy is in our daily lives. For example,
use the computer to find a recipe and
make that recipe in class.

TOOL #4 – PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES
WITH TECHNOLOGY
All students need opportunities to en-
gage technology but particularly poor
and minority students who may not
have access to computers or the
Internet. Provide opportunities where
students produce things with technol-
ogy. For example, students can publish
a class newsletter and distribute it
throughout the school. They could
produce videos as an extension activity
to a lesson. Or using hypermedia-
authoring programs like KidPix,
Hyperstudio, or PowerPoint, students
could create presentations, class
hypermedia books, or other learning
activities. Again, students should be al-
lowed to incorporate things specific to
their prior experiences, culture, lan-
guage, community or ethnic identity.

Help students to understand that
these skills are useful in many profes-
sions because everyone will need to
have computer skills. Review the
types of jobs related to the technology
industry. This helps students connect
the process of learning with the prod-
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uct of obtaining valuable technical
skills. Poor and minority students may
or may not have enough role models
to emulate; therefore teachers need to
provide real and vicarious examples of
people who work with technology.

You can help minority students by
getting them to buy into the wonder-
ful world of technology. Do an entire
thematic lesson on technology? Look
at earlier forms of technology to
present day inventions. Have students
brainstorm about the technical inven-
tions in their communities and then
create a timeline. Students can hang
pictures of the technical inventions
on the timeline. This can lead to dis-
cussions about the inventions and in-
ventors (many of whom were African
Americans and Latinos). This the-
matic unit empowers students as they
see how their people have been in-
ventors of technologies and how they
also have the capability of being pro-
ducers of technology.

With minority students you must
connect your pedagogy to something
that they can relate to within their
world; this is “culturally responsive
pedagogy” (Gay, 2000, p. 111). Show
minority students that you value their
language, culture, ethnic identity, com-

munities, and history, and you are half
way to achieving your learning goals.

CONCLUSION
Minority students need to be provided
with many opportunities to use tech-
nology at school, the library or at
home. However the basics must begin
at school because many children do
not have access to computers and other
contemporary forms of technology.

The consistent use of tech talk em-
powers minority students and helps
them to be competitive participants in
this technologically driven society.
Use tech talk as a daily recipe to lin-
guistic, cultural, ethnic and academic
empowerment for all students.
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OTHER AWARDS FROM THE 2001 AECT CONVENTION IN ATLANTA

Marcy Driscoll gave the following special Presidential awards:
K.J. Saville “...for outstanding service in coordinating arrangements for AECT’s Summer Leadership Institute.”
Robert Harrell “...for dedicated service as an ad hoc advisor to the AECT President and Executive Director.”
Deborah Lowther  “...for dedicated service as convention chair of the February 2000 Annual AECT Convention.”
Marcie Bober  “...for dedicated service as host city chair and volunteer coordinator of the November 2000 Annual AECT

convention.”
Nathan Lowell  “...in recognition of your leadership and effort to establish a graduate student organization within AECT.”

AECT gave David Jonassen a Presidential Special Recognition Award for his contribution to the revision and online
availability of the “Handbook of Research for Educational Communications and Technology.”

Jackie Hill received an “AECT Special Service Award.”

The Editors of TechTrends (Don Descy, Patricia Stockland, Steve Hackbarth, Leslie Hall, Terry Holcomb, Gary Powell,
Laurie Quinlan, Michael Simonson, Esther Sinofsky, Charles Stoddard, David Tiedemann, Robert Wiseman, Jane
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